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All Your Perfects 


This book is dedicated to the only person this book could possibly be 
dedicated to. 


Tarryn Fisher, thank you for accepting the darkness in people as 
much as you accept their light. 


| hear the crack of his skull before the spattering of blood reaches 
me. 

| gasp and take a quick step back onto the sidewalk. One of my 
heels doesn’t clear the curb, so | grip the pole of a No Parking sign 
to steady myself. 

The man was in front of me a matter of seconds ago. We were 
standing in a crowd of people waiting for the crosswalk light to 
illuminate when he stepped into the street prematurely, resulting in a 
run-in with a truck. | lunged forward in an attempt to stop him— 
grasping at nothing as he went down. | closed my eyes before his 
head went under the tire, but | heard it pop like the cork of a 
champagne bottle. 

He was in the wrong, looking casually down at his phone, 
probably a side effect of crossing the same street without incident 
many times before. Death by routine. 

People gasp, but no one screams. The passenger of the 
offending vehicle jumps out of the truck and is immediately on his 
knees near the man’s body. | back away from the scene as several 
people rush forward to help. | don’t have to look at the man under 
the tire to know he didn't survive that. | only have to look down at my 
once-white shirt—at the blood now splattered across it—to know that 
a hearse would serve him better than an ambulance. 

| spin around to move away from the accident—to find a place to 
take a breath—but the crosswalk sign now says walk and the thick 
crowd takes heed, making it impossible for me to swim upstream in 
this Manhattan river. Some don’t even look up from their cell phones 
as they pass right by the accident. | stop trying to move, and wait for 
the crowd to thin. | glance back toward the accident, careful not to 
look directly at the man. The driver of the truck is now at the rear of 


the vehicle, wide-eyed, on a cell phone. Three, maybe four, people 
are assisting them. A few are led by their morbid curiosities, filming 
the gruesome scene with their phones. 

If | were still living in Virginia, this would play out in a completely 
different manner. Everyone around would stop. Panic would ensue, 
people would be screaming, a news crew would be on scene in a 
matter of minutes. But here in Manhattan, a pedestrian struck by a 
vehicle happens so often, it’s not much more than an inconvenience. 
A delay in traffic for some, a ruined wardrobe for others. This 
probably happens so often, it won’t even end up in print. 

As much as the indifference in some of the people here disturbs 
me, it’s exactly why | moved to this city ten years ago. People like 
me belong in overpopulated cities. The state of my life is irrelevant in 
a place this size. There are far more people here with stories much 
more pitiful than mine. 

Here, I’m invisible. Unimportant. Manhattan is too crowded to 
give a shit about me, and | love her for it. 

“Are you hurt?” 

| look up at a man as he touches my arm and scans my shirt. 
Deep concern is embedded in his expression as he looks me up and 
down, assessing me for injuries. | can tell by his reaction that he isn’t 
one of the more hardened New Yorkers. He might live here now, but 
wherever he’s from, it’s a place that didn’t completely beat the 
empathy out of him. 

“Are you hurt?” the stranger repeats, looking me in the eye this 
time. 

“No. It’s not my blood. | was standing near him when...” | stop 
speaking. / just saw a man die. | was so close to him, his blood is on 
me. 

| moved to this city to be invisible, but | am certainly not 
impenetrable. It's something I’ve been working on—attempting to 
become as hardened as the concrete beneath my feet. It hasn’t been 
working out so well. | can feel everything | just witnessed settling in 
my stomach. 

| cover my mouth with my hand, but pull it away quickly when | 
feel something sticky on my lips. More blood. | look down at my shirt. 
So much blood, none of it mine. | pinch at my shirt and pull it away 


from my chest, but it sticks to my skin in spots where the blood 
splatters are beginning to dry. 

| think | need water. I’m starting to feel light-headed, and | want to 
rub my forehead, pinch my nose, but I’m scared to touch myself. | 
look up at the man still gripping my arm. 

“Is iton my face?” | ask him. 

He presses his lips together and then darts his eyes away, 
scanning the street around us. He gestures toward a coffee shop a 
few doors down. 

“They'll have a bathroom,” he says, pressing his hand against the 
small of my back as he leads me in that direction. 

| look across the street at the Pantem Press building | was 
headed to before the accident. | was so close. Fifteen—maybe 
twenty—feet away from a meeting | desperately need to be in. 

| wonder how close the man who just died was from his 
destination? 

The stranger holds the door open for me when we reach the 
coffee shop. A woman carrying a coffee in each hand attempts to 
squeeze past me through the doorway until she sees my shirt. She 
scurries backward to get away from me, allowing us both to enter the 
building. | move toward the women’s restroom, but the door is 
locked. The man pushes open the door to the men’s restroom and 
motions for me to follow him. 

He doesn’t lock the door behind us as he walks to the sink and 
turns on the water. | look in the mirror, relieved to see it isn’t as bad 
as ld feared. There are a few spatters of blood on my cheeks that 
are beginning to darken and dry, and a spray above my eyebrows. 
But luckily, the shirt took the brunt of it. 

The man hands me wet paper towels, and | wipe at my face while 
he wets another handful. | can smell the blood now. The tanginess in 
the air sends my mind whirling back to when | was ten. The smell of 
blood was strong enough to remember it all these years later. 

| attempt to hold my breath at the onset of more nausea. | don’t 
want to puke. But | want this shirt off me. Now. 

| unbutton it with trembling fingers, then pull it off and place it 
under the faucet. | let the water do its job while | take the other wet 
napkins from the stranger and begin wiping the blood off my chest. 


He heads for the door, but instead of giving me privacy while | 
stand here in my least attractive bra, he locks us inside the bathroom 
so no one will walk in on me while I’m shirtless. It's disturbingly 
chivalrous and leaves me feeling uneasy. I’m tense as | watch him 
through the reflection in the mirror. 

Someone knocks. 

“Be right out,” he says. 

| relax a little, comforted by the thought that someone outside this 
door would hear me scream if | needed to. 

| focus on the blood until I’m certain I’ve washed it all off my neck 
and chest. | inspect my hair next, turning left to right in the mirror, but 
find only an inch of dark roots above fading caramel. 

“Here,” the man says, fingering the last button on his crisp white 
shirt. “Put this on.” 

He’s already removed his suit jacket, which is now hanging from 
the doorknob. He frees himself of his button-up shirt, revealing a 
white undershirt beneath it. He’s muscular, taller than me. His shirt 
will swallow me. | can’t wear this into my meeting, but | have no 
other option. | take the shirt when he hands it to me. | grab a few 
more dry paper towels and pat at my skin, then pull it on and begin 
buttoning it. It looks ridiculous, but at least it wasn’t my skull that 
exploded on someone else’s shirt. Silver lining. 

| take my wet shirt out of the sink and accept there’s no saving it. 
| toss it in the trashcan, and then | grip the sink and stare at my 
reflection. Two tired, empty eyes stare back at me. The horror of 
what they’ve just witnessed have darkened the hazel to a murky 
brown. | rub my cheeks with the heels of my hands to inspire color, 
to no avail. | look like death. 

| lean against the wall, turning away from the mirror. The man is 
wadding up his tie. He shoves it in the pocket of his suit and 
assesses me for a moment. “I can’t tell if you’re calm or in a state of 
shock.” 

I’m not in shock, but | don’t know that I’m calm, either. “I’m not 
sure,” | admit. “Are you okay?” 

“Tm fine,” he says. “I’ve seen worse, unfortunately.” 

| tilt my head as | attempt to dissect the layers of his cryptic reply. 
He breaks eye contact, and it only makes me stare even harder, 


wondering what he’s seen that tops a man’s head being crushed 
beneath a truck. Maybe he is a native New Yorker. Or maybe he 
works in a hospital. He has an air of competence that often 
accompanies people who are in charge of other people. 

“Are you a doctor?” 

He shakes his head. “I’m in real estate. Used to be, anyway.” He 
steps forward and reaches for my shoulder, brushing something 
away from my shirt. His shirt. When he drops his arm, he regards my 
face for a moment before taking a step back. 

His eyes match the tie he just shoved in his pocket. Chartreuse. 
He’s handsome, but there’s something about him that makes me 
think he wishes he weren’t. Almost as if his looks might be an 
inconvenience to him. A part of him he doesn’t want anyone to 
notice. He wants to be invisible in this city. Just like me. 

Most people come to New York to be discovered. The rest of us 
come here to hide. 

“What’s your name?” he asks. 

“Lowen.” 

There’s a pause in him after | say my name, but it only lasts a 
couple seconds. 

“Jeremy,” he says. He moves to the sink and runs the water 
again, and begins washing his hands. | continue to stare at him, 
unable to mute my curiosity. What did he mean when he said he’s 
seen worse than the accident we just witnessed? He said he used to 
be in real estate, but even the worst day on the job as a realtor 
wouldn't fill someone with the kind of gloom that’s filling this man. 

“What happened to you?” | ask. 

He looks at me in the mirror. “What do you mean?” 

“You said you’ve seen worse. What have you seen?” 

He turns off the water and dries his hands, then faces me. “You 
actually want to know?” 

| nod. 

He tosses the paper towel into the trashcan and then shoves his 
hands in his pockets. His demeanor takes an even more sullen dive. 
He’s looking me in the eye, but there’s a disconnect between him 
and this moment. “I pulled my eight-year-old daughter’s body out of a 
lake five months ago.” 


| suck in a rush of air and bring my hand to the base of my throat. 
It wasn’t gloom at all in his expression. It was despair. “I’m so sorry,” 
| whisper. And | am. Sorry about his daughter. Sorry for being 
Curious. 

“What about you?” he asks. He leans against the counter like this 
is a conversation he’s ready for. A conversation he’s been waiting 
for. Someone to come along and make his tragedies seem less 
tragic. It's what you do when you’ve experienced the worst of the 
worst. You seek out people like you...people worse off than you... 
and you use them to make yourself feel better about the terrible 
things that have happened to you. 

| swallow before | speak, because my tragedies are nothing 
compared to his. | think of the most recent one, embarrassed to 
speak it out loud because it seems so insignificant compared to his. 
“My mother died last week.” 

He doesn’t react to my tragedy like | reacted to his. He doesn't 
react at all, and | wonder if it’s because he was hoping mine was 
worse. It isn’t. He wins. 

“How did she die?” 

“Cancer. I’ve been caring for her in my apartment for the past 
year.” He’s the first person I’ve said that to out loud. | can feel my 
pulse throbbing in my wrist, so | clasp my other hand around it. 
“Today is the first time I’ve stepped outside in weeks.” 

We stare at each other for a moment longer. | want to say 
something else, but I’ve never been involved in such a heavy 
conversation with a complete stranger before. | kind of want it to end, 
because where does the conversation even go from here? 

It doesn't. It just stops. 

He faces the mirror again and looks at himself, pushing a strand 
of loose dark hair back in place. “I have a meeting | need to get to. 
You sure you'll be okay?” He’s looking at my reflection in the mirror 
now. 

“Yes. I’m alright.” 

“Alright?” He turns, repeating the word like a question, as if being 
alright isn’t as reassuring to him as if I’d said | would be okay. 

“TIl be alright,” | repeat. “Thank you for the help.” 


| want him to smile, but it doesn’t fit the moment. I’m curious what 
his smile would look like. Instead, he shrugs a little and says, 
“Alright, then.” He moves to unlock the door. He holds it open for me, 
but | don’t exit right away. Instead, | continue to watch him, not quite 
ready to face the world outside. | appreciate his kindness and want 
to say more, to thank him in some way, maybe over coffee or by 
returning his shirt to him. | find myself drawn to his altruism—a rarity 
these days. But it’s the flash of wedding ring on his left hand that 
propels me forward, out of the bathroom and coffee shop, onto the 
streets now buzzing with an even larger crowd. 

An ambulance has arrived and is blocking traffic in both 
directions. | walk back toward the scene, wondering if | should give a 
statement. | wait near a cop who is jotting down other eyewitness 
accounts. They aren’t any different from mine, but | give them my 
statement and contact information. I’m not sure how much help my 
statement is since | didn’t actually see him get hit. | was merely close 
enough to hear it. Close enough to be painted like a Jackson Pollock 
canvas. 

| look behind me and watch as Jeremy exits the coffee shop with 
a fresh coffee in his hand. He crosses the street, focused on 
wherever it is he’s going. His mind is somewhere else now, far away 
from me, probably on his wife and what he’ll say to her when he 
goes home missing a shirt. 

| pull my phone out of my purse and look at the time. | still have 
fifteen minutes before my meeting with Corey and the editor from 
Pantem Press. My hands are shaking even worse now that the 
stranger is no longer here to distract me from my thoughts. Coffee 
may help. Morphine would definitely help, but hospice removed it all 
from my apartment last week when they came to retrieve their 
equipment after my mother passed. It’s a shame | was too shaken to 
remember to hide it. | could really use some right about now. 


When Corey texted me last night to let me know about the meeting 
today, it was the first time I’d heard from him in months. | was sitting 
at my computer desk, staring down at an ant as it crawled across my 
big toe. 

The ant was alone, fluttering left and right, up and down, 
searching for food or friends. He seemed confused by his solitude. 
Or maybe he was excited for his newfound freedom. | couldn't help 
but wonder why he was alone. Ants usually travel with an army. 

The fact that | was curious about the ant’s current situation was a 
clear sign | needed to leave my apartment. | was worried that, after 
being cooped up caring for my mother for so long, once | stepped 
out into the hallway | would be just as confused as that ant. Left, 
right, inside, outside, where are my friends, where is the food? 

The ant crawled off my toe and onto the hardwood floor. He 
disappeared beneath the wall when Corey’s texts came through. 

| was hoping when | drew a line in the sand months ago, he'd 
understand: since we no longer have sex, the most appropriate 
method of contact between a literary agent and his author is email. 

His text read: Meet me tomorrow morning at nine at the Pantem 
Press building, floor 14. | think we might have an offer. 

He didn’t even ask about my mom in the text. | wasn’t surprised. 
His lack of interest in anything other than his job and himself are the 
reasons we're no longer together. His lack of concern made me feel 
unjustly irritated. He doesn’t owe me anything, but he could have at 
least acted like he cared. 

| didn’t text him back at all last night. Instead, | set down my 
phone and stared at the crack at the base of my wall—the one the 
ant had disappeared into. | wondered if he would find other ants in 


the wall, or if he was a loner. Maybe he was like me and had an 
aversion to other ants. 

It’s hard to say why | have such a deeply crippling aversion to 
other humans, but if | had to wager a bet, I'd say it’s a direct result of 
my own mother being terrified of me. 

Terrified may be a strong word. But she certainly didn’t trust me 
as a child. She kept me fairly secluded from people outside of school 
because she was afraid of what | might be capable of during my 
many sleepwalking episodes. That paranoia bled into my adulthood, 
and by then, | was set in my ways. A loner. Very few friends and not 
much of a social life. Which is why this is the first morning I’ve left my 
apartment since weeks before she passed away. 

| figured my first trip outside of my apartment would be 
somewhere | missed, like Central Park or a bookstore. 

| certainly didn’t think I'd find myself here, standing in line in the 
lobby of a publishing house, desperately praying whatever this offer 
is will catch me up on my rent and | won't be evicted. But here | am, 
one meeting away from either being homeless or receiving a job 
offer that will give me the means to look for a new apartment. 

| look down and smooth out the white shirt Jeremy lent me in the 
bathroom across the street. I’m hoping | don’t look too ridiculous. 
Maybe there’s a chance | can pull it off, as if wearing men’s shirts 
twice my size is some cool new fashion statement. 

“Nice shirt,” someone behind me says. 

| turn at the sound of Jeremy’s voice, shocked to see him. 

Is he following me? 

It’s my turn in line, so | hand the security guard my driver’s 
license and then look at Jeremy, taking in the new shirt he’s wearing. 
“Do you keep spare shirts in your back pocket?” It hasn’t been that 
long since he gave me the one off his back. 

“My hotel is a block away. Walked back to change.” 

His hotel. That’s promising. If he’s staying in a hotel, maybe he 
doesn't work here. And if he doesn’t work here, maybe he isn’t in the 
publishing industry. I’m not sure why | don’t want him to be in the 
publishing industry. | just have no idea who my meeting is with, and 
I’m hoping it has nothing to do with him after the morning we've 
already had. “Does that mean you don’t work in this building?” 


He pulls out his identification and hands it to the security guard. 
“No, | don’t work here. | have a meeting on the fourteenth floor.” 

Of course he does. 

“So do |,” | say. 

A fleeting smile appears on his mouth and disappears just as 
quickly, as if he remembered what happened across the street and 
realized it’s still too soon to not be affected. “What are the chances 
we're heading to the same meeting?” He takes his identification back 
from the guard who points us in the direction of the elevators. 

“I wouldn't know,” | say. “I haven't been told exactly why I’m here 
yet.” We walk onto the elevator, and he presses the button for the 
fourteenth floor. He faces me as he pulls his tie out of his pocket and 
begins to put it on. 

| can’t stop staring at his wedding ring. 

“Are you a writer?” he asks. 

| nod. “Are you?” 

“No. My wife is.” He pulls at his tie until it's secured in place. 
“Have you written anything | would know?” 

“| doubt it. No one reads my books.” 

His lips turn up. “There aren't many Lowens in the world. I’m sure 
| can figure out which books you've written.” 

Why? Does he actually want to read them? He looks down at his 
phone and begins to type. 

“| never said | write under my real name.” 

He doesn’t look up from his phone until the elevator doors open. 
He moves toward them, turning in the doorway to face me. He holds 
up his phone and smiles. “You don’t write under a pen name. You 
write under Lowen Ashleigh, which, funny enough, is the name of the 
author I’m meeting at nine thirty.” 

I finally get that smile, and as gorgeous as it is, | don’t want it 
anymore. 

He just Googled me. And even though my meeting is at nine, not 
nine thirty, he seems to know more about it than | do. If we really are 
headed to the same meeting, it makes our chance meeting on the 
street seem somewhat suspicious. But | guess the odds of us both 
being in the same place at the same time arent all that 


inconceivable, considering we were headed in the same direction to 
the same meeting, and therefore, witnessed the same accident. 

Jeremy steps aside, and | exit the elevator. | open my mouth, 
preparing to speak, but he takes a few steps, walking backward. 
“See you in a few.” 

| don’t Know him at all, nor do | know how he relates to the 
meeting I’m about to have, but even without being privy to any 
details of what’s happening this morning, | can’t help but like the guy. 
The man literally gave me the shirt off his back, so | doubt he has a 
vindictive nature. 

| smile before he rounds the corner. “Alright. See you in a few.” 

He returns the smile. “Alright.” 

| watch him until he makes a left and disappears. As soon as I’m 
out of his line of sight, I’m able to relax a little. This morning has just 
been...a lot. Between the accident | witnessed and being in enclosed 
spaces with that confusing man, lm feeling so strange. | press my 
palm against the wall and lean into it. What the hell— 

“You're on time,” Corey says. His voice startles me. | spin around, 
and he’s walking up to me from the opposite hallway. He leans in 
and kisses me on the cheek. | stiffen. 

“You're never on time.” 

“I would have been here sooner, but...” | shut up. | don’t explain 
what prevented me from being early. He seems disinterested as he 
heads in the same direction as Jeremy. 

“The actual meeting isn’t until nine thirty, but | figured you’d be 
late, so | told you nine.” 

| pause, staring at the back of his head. What the hell, Corey? If 
he'd told me nine thirty rather than nine, | wouldn't have witnessed 
the accident across the street. | wouldn’t have been subjected to a 
stranger’s blood. 

“You coming?” Corey asks, pausing to look back at me. 

| bury my irritation. I’m used to doing that when it comes to him. 

We make it to an empty conference room. Corey closes the door 
behind us, and | take a seat at the conference table. He sits next to 
me at the head of the table, positioning himself so that he’s staring at 
me. | try not to frown as | take in the sight of him after our months- 
long hiatus, but he hasn’t changed. Still very clean, groomed, 


wearing a tie, glasses, a smile. Always such a stark contrast to 
myself. 

“You look terrible.” | say it because he doesn't look terrible. He 
never does, and he knows it. 

“You look refreshed and ravishing.” He says it because | never 
look refreshed and ravishing. | always look tired, and maybe even 
perpetually bored. I’ve heard of Resting Bitch Face, but | relate more 
to Resting Bored Face. 

“How’s your mother?” 

“She died last week.” 

He wasn’t expecting that. He leans back in his chair and tilts his 
head. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

Why haven't you bothered asking until now? | shrug. “Pm still 
processing.” 

My mother had been living with me for the past nine months— 
since she was diagnosed with stage four colon cancer. She passed 
away last Wednesday after three months on hospice. It was difficult 
to leave the apartment in those last few months because she relied 
on me for everything—from drinking, to eating, to turning her over in 
her bed. When she took a turn for the worse, | wasn’t able to leave 
her alone at all, which is why | didn’t step foot outside of my 
apartment for weeks. Luckily, a Wi-Fi connection and a credit card 
make it easy to live life completely indoors in Manhattan. Anything 
and everything a person could possibly need can be delivered. 

Funny how one of the most populated cities in the world can 
double as a paradise for agoraphobics. 

“You okay?” Corey asks. 

| mask my disquiet with a smile, even if his concern is only a 
formality. “I’m fine. It helps that it was expected.” I’m only saying 
what | think he wants to hear. I’m not sure how he’d react to the truth 
—that I’m relieved she’s gone. My mother only ever brought guilt into 
my life. Nothing less, nothing more. Just consistent guilt. 

Corey heads for the counter lined with breakfast pastries, bottles 
of water, and a coffee carafe. “You hungry? Thirsty?” 

“Water’s fine.” 

He grabs two waters and hands one to me, then returns to his 
seat. “Do you need help with the will? I’m sure Edward can help.” 


Edward is the lawyer at Corey’s literary agency. It’s a small 
agency, so a lot of the writers use Edward’s expertise in other areas. 
Sadly, | won't be needing it. Corey tried to tell me when | signed the 
lease on my two-bedroom last year that | wouldn't be able to afford 
it. But my mother insisted she die with dignity—in her own room. Not 
in a nursing home. Not in a hospital. Not in a hospital bed in the 
middle of my efficiency apartment. She wanted her own bedroom 
with her own things. 

She promised what was left in her bank account after her death 
would help me catch up on all the time off | had to take from my 
writing career. For the past year, I’ve lived off what little advance | 
had left over from my last publishing contract. But it’s all gone now, 
and apparently, so is my mother’s money. It was one of the last 
things she confessed to me before she finally succumbed to the 
cancer. | would have cared for her regardless of her financial 
situation. She was my mother. But the fact that she felt she needed 
to lie to me in order for me to agree to take her in proves how 
disconnected we were from one another. 

| take a sip of my water and then shake my head. “I don’t really 
need a lawyer. All she left me was debt, but thanks for the offer.” 

Corey purses his lips. He knows my financial situation because, 
as my literary agent, he’s the one who sends my royalty checks. 
Which is why he’s looking at me with pity now. “You have a foreign 
royalty check coming soon,” he says, as if I’m not aware of every 
penny coming in my direction for the next six months. As if I haven't 
already spent it. 

“I know. lII be fine.” | don’t want to talk about my financial issues 
with Corey. With anyone. 

Corey shrugs a little, unconvinced. He looks down and 
straightens up his tie. “Hopefully this offer will be good for both of 
us,” he says. 

I'm relieved the subject is changing. “Why are we meeting in 
person with a publisher? You know | prefer to do things over email.” 

“They requested the meeting yesterday. Said they have a job 
they’d like to discuss with you, but they wouldn't give me any details 
over the phone.” 


“| thought you were working on getting another contract with my 
last publisher.” 

“Your books do okay, but not well enough to secure another 
contract without sacrificing some of your time. You have to agree to 
engage in social media, go on tour, build a fan base. Your sales 
alone aren't cutting it in the current market.” 

| was afraid of this. A contract renewal with my current publisher 
was all the financial hope | had left. The royalty checks from my 
previous books have dwindled along with my book sales. I’ve done 
very little writing this past year because of my commitment to my 
mother, so | have nothing to sell to a publisher. 

“| have no idea what Pantem will offer, or if it’s even something 
you'll be interested in,” Corey says. “We have to sign a non- 
disclosure agreement before they'll give us more details. The 
secrecy has me curious, though. I’m trying not to get my hopes up, 
but there are a lot of possibilities and | have a good feeling. We need 
this.” 

He says we because whatever the offer is, he gets fifteen percent 
if | accept. It’s the agent-client standard. What isn’t the agent-client 
standard would be the six months we spent in a relationship and the 
two years of sex that followed our breakup. 

Our sexual relationship only lasted as long as it did because he 
wasn't serious about anyone else and neither was |. It was 
convenient until it wasn’t. But the reason our actual relationship was 
so short-lived is because he was in love with another woman. 

Never mind that the other woman in our relationship was also 
me. 

It has to be confusing, falling in love with a writer’s words before 
you meet the actual writer. Some people find it difficult to separate a 
character from the individual who created them. Corey, surprisingly, 
is one of those people, despite being a literary agent. He met and fell 
in love with the female protagonist of my first novel, Open Ended, 
before he ever spoke to me. He assumed my character’s personality 
was a close reflection of my own, when in fact, | couldn’t be more 
opposite from her. 

Corey was the only agent to respond to my query, and even that 
response took months to receive. His email was only a few 


sentences long, but enough to breathe life back into my dying hope. 


| read your manuscript, Open Ended, in a matter of hours. | 
believe in this book. If you’re still looking for an agent, give me 
a call. 


His email came on a Thursday morning. We were having an in- 
depth phone conversation about my manuscript two hours later. By 
Friday afternoon, we had met for coffee and signed a contract. 

By Saturday night, we had fucked three times. 

I’m sure our relationship broke a code of ethics somewhere, but 
I’m not sure that contributed to how short-lived it was. As soon as 
Corey figured out that | wasn’t the person my character was based 
on, he realized we weren’t compatible. | wasn’t heroic. | wasn’t 
simple. | was difficult. An emotionally challenging puzzle he wasn't 
up for solving. 

Which was fine. | wasn’t in the mood to be solved. 

As difficult as it was being in a relationship with him, it is 
surprisingly easy being his client. Its why | chose not to switch 
agencies after our breakup, because he’s been loyal and unbiased 
when it comes to my career. 

“You look a little frazzled,” Corey says, breaking me out of my 
thoughts. “Are you nervous?” 

| nod, hoping he'll accept my behavior as nerves because | don’t 
want to explain why I’m frazzled. It’s been two hours since | left my 
apartment this morning, but it feels like more has happened in that 
two hours than in the entire rest of this year. | look down at my 
hands...my arms...searching for traces of blood. It’s no longer there, 
but | can still feel it. Smell it. 

My hands haven't stopped shaking, so | keep hiding them under 
the table. Now that I’m here, | realize | probably shouldn’t have 
come. | can’t pass up a potential contract, though. It’s not like offers 
are pouring in, and if | don’t secure something soon, I'll have to get a 
day job. If | get a day job, it'll barely leave me time to write. But at 
least I'll be able to pay my bills. 

Corey pulls a handkerchief out of his pocket and wipes sweat 
from his forehead. He only sweats when he’s nervous. The fact that 


he’s nervous is now making me even more nervous. “Do we need a 
secret signal if you aren't interested in whatever the offer is?” he 
asks. 

“Let's listen to what they have to say, and then we can request to 
speak in private.” 

Corey clicks his pen and straightens in his chair as though he’s 
cocking a gun for battle. “Let me do the talking.” 

| planned to anyway. He’s charismatic and charming. I’d be hard- 
pressed to find someone who could categorize me as either of those 
things. It’s best if | just sit back and listen. 

“What are you wearing?” Corey is staring down at my shirt, 
perplexed, just now noticing it despite having spent the last fifteen 
minutes with me. 

| look down at my oversized shirt. For a moment, | forgot how 
ridiculous | look. “I spilled coffee on my other shirt this morning and 
had to change.” 

“Whose shirt is that?” 

| shrug. “Probably yours. It was in my closet.” 

“You left your house in that? There wasn’t something else you 
could have worn?” 

“It doesn’t look high fashion?” I’m being sarcastic, but he doesn’t 
catch it. 

He makes a face. “No. Is it supposed to?” 

Such an ass. But he’s good in bed, like most assholes. 

I’m actually relieved when the conference room door opens and a 
woman walks in. She’s followed, almost comically, by an older man 
walking so closely behind her, he bumps into the back of her when 
she stops. 

“Goddammit, Barron,” | hear her mumble. 

| almost smile at the idea of Goddammit Barron actually being his 
name. 

Jeremy enters last. He gives me a small nod that goes unnoticed 
by everyone else. 

The woman is dressed more appropriately than | am on my best 
day, with short black hair and lipstick so red, it’s a little jarring at nine 
thirty in the morning. She seems to be the one in charge as she 
reaches for Corey’s hand, and then mine, while Goddammit Barron 


looks on. “Amanda Thomas,” she says. “I’m an editor with Pantem 
Press. This is Barron Stephens, our lawyer, and Jeremy Crawford, 
our client.” 

Jeremy and | shake hands, and he does a good job of pretending 
we didn’t share an extremely bizarre morning. He quietly takes the 
seat across from me. | try not to look at him, but it’s the only place 
my eyes seem to want to travel. | have no idea why I’m more curious 
about him than | am about this meeting. 

Amanda pulls folders out of her briefcase and slides them in front 
of Corey and me. 

“Thank you for meeting with us,” she says. “We don’t want to 
waste your time, so lIl cut right to the chase. One of our authors is 
unable to fulfill a contract due to medical reasons, and we're in 
search of a writer with experience in the same genre who may be 
interested in completing the three remaining books in her series.” 

| glance at Jeremy, but his stoic expression doesn’t hint at his 
role in this meeting. 

“Who is the author?” Corey asks. 

“We're happy to go over the details and terms with you, but we 
do ask that you sign the non-disclosure agreement. We would like to 
keep our author’s current situation out of the media.” 

“Of course,” Corey says. 

| acquiesce, but | say nothing as we both look over the forms and 
then sign them. Corey slides them back to Amanda. 

“Her name is Verity Crawford,” she says. “I’m sure you’re familiar 
with her work.” 

Corey stiffens as soon as they mention Verity’s name. Of course 
we’re familiar with her work. Everyone is. | hazard a glance in 
Jeremy’s direction. /s Verity his wife? They share a last name. He 
said downstairs that his wife is a writer. But why would he be in a 
meeting about her? A meeting she isn’t even here for? 

“We're familiar with the name,” Corey says, holding his cards 
close. 

“Verity has a very successful series we would hate to see go 
unfinished,” Amanda continues. “Our goal is to bring in a writer who 
is willing to step in, finish the series, complete the book tours, press 
releases, and whatever else is normally required of Verity. We plan 


to put out a press release introducing the new co-writer while also 
preserving as much of Verity’s privacy as possible.” 

Book tours? Press releases? 

Corey is looking at me now. He knows I’m not okay with that 
aspect. A lot of authors excel in reader interaction, but I’m so 
awkward lm afraid once my readers meet me in person, they'll 
swear off my books forever. I’ve only done one signing, and | didn’t 
sleep for the week leading up to it. | was so scared during the 
signing that it was hard for me to speak. The next day, | received an 
email from a reader who said | was a stuck-up bitch to her and she’d 
never read my books again. 

And that’s why | stay at home and write. | think the idea of me is 
better than the reality of me. 

Corey says nothing as he opens the folder Amanda hands him. 
“What is Mrs. Crawford's compensation for three novels?” 

Goddammit Barron answers this question. “The terms of Verity's 
contract will remain the same with her publisher and, 
understandably, won't be disclosed. All royalties will go to Verity. But 
my client, Jeremy Crawford, is willing to offer a flat payment of 
seventy-five thousand per book.” 

My stomach leaps at the mention of that kind of payout. But as 
quickly as the excitement lifts my spirits, they sink again when | 
accept the enormity of it all. Going from being a nobody writer to co- 
author of a literary sensation is too much of a jump for me. | can 
already feel my anxiety sinking in just thinking about it. 

Corey leans forward, folding his arms over the table in front of 
him. “I’m assuming the pay is negotiable.” 

| try to catch Corey’s attention. | want to let him know that 
negotiations aren't necessary. There’s no way I’m accepting an offer 
to finish a series of books that I’d feel too nervous to write. 

Goddammit Barron straightens up in his chair. “With all due 
respect, Verity Crawford has spent the past thirteen years building 
her brand. A brand that wouldn’t exist otherwise. The offer is for 
three books. Seventy-five thousand per book, which comes to a total 
of two hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars.” 

Corey drops a pen on the table, leaning back in his chair, 
appearing to be unimpressed. “What’s the time frame for 


submission?” 

“We're already behind, so we're looking to have the first book 
submitted six months from the contract signing date.” 

| can’t stop staring at the red lipstick smeared across her teeth as 
she speaks. 

“The timeline for the other two is up for discussion. Ideally, we 
would like to see the contract completed within the next twenty-four 
months.” 

| can sense Corey doing the math in his head. It makes me 
wonder if he’s calculating to see what his cut would be or what my 
cut would be. Corey would get fifteen percent. That’s almost thirty- 
four thousand dollars, simply for representing me in this meeting as 
my agent. Half would go to taxes. That’s just under one hundred 
thousand that would end up in my bank account. Fifty grand per 
year. 

It’s more than double the advance I've received for my past 
novels, but it's not enough to convince me to attach myself to such a 
successful series. The conversation moves back and forth 
pointlessly, since | already know I'll be declining. When Amanda 
pulls out the official contract, | clear my throat and speak up. 

“| appreciate the offer,” | say. | look directly at Jeremy so he'll 
know lm being sincere. “Really, | do. But if your plan is to bring in 
someone to become the new face of the series, I’m sure there are 
other authors who would be a much better fit.” 

Jeremy says nothing, but he is looking at me with a lot more 
curiosity than he was before | spoke up. | stand up, ready to leave. 
I’m disappointed in the outcome, but even more disappointed that 
my first day outside of my apartment has been a complete disaster in 
so many ways. I’m ready to go home and take a shower. 

“Td like a moment with my client,” Corey says, standing quickly. 

Amanda nods, closing her briefcase as they both stand. “We'll 
step out,” she says. “The terms are detailed in your folders. We have 
two other writers in mind if this doesn’t seem like it would be a good 
fit for you, so try to let us know something by tomorrow afternoon at 
the latest.” 

Jeremy is the only one still seated at this point. He hasn't said a 
single word this entire time. Amanda leans forward to shake my 


hand. “If you have any questions, please reach out. I’m happy to 
help.” 

“Thank you,” | say. Amanda and Goddammit Barron walk out, but 
Jeremy continues to stare at me. Corey looks back and forth 
between us, waiting for Jeremy to exit. Instead, Jeremy leans 
forward, focusing on me. 

“Could we possibly have a word in private?” Jeremy asks me. He 
looks at Corey, but not for permission—it’s more of a dismissal. 

Corey stares back at Jeremy, caught off guard by his brazen 
request. | can tell by the way Corey slowly turns his head and 
narrows his eyes that he wants me to decline. He’s all but saying, 
“Can you believe this guy?” 

What he doesn't realize is that I’m craving to be alone in this 
room with Jeremy. | want them all out of this room, especially Corey, 
because | suddenly have so many more questions for Jeremy. About 
his wife, about why they reached out to me, about why she’s no 
longer able to finish her own series. 

“It’s fine,” | say to Corey. 

The vein in his forehead protrudes as he attempts to hide his 
irritation. His jaw hardens, but he yields and eventually exits the 
conference room. 

It’s just Jeremy and me. 

Again. 

Counting the elevator, this is the third time we've been alone in a 
room together since we crossed paths this morning. But this is the 
first time I’ve felt this much nervous energy. I’m sure it’s all mine. 
Jeremy somehow looks as calm as he did while he was helping me 
clean pieces of a pedestrian off of myself less than an hour ago. 

Jeremy leans back in his chair, dragging his hands down his face. 
“Jesus,” he mutters. “Are meetings with publishers always this stiff?” 

| laugh quietly. “I wouldn't know. | usually do these things over 
email.” 

“I can see why.” He stands and grabs a bottle of water. Maybe it’s 
because I’m sitting now and he’s so tall, but | don’t remember feeling 
this small in his presence earlier. Knowing he’s married to Verity 
Crawford makes me feel intimidated by him even more than when | 
was standing in front of him in my skirt and bra. 


He remains standing as he leans against the counter, crossing 
his legs at the ankles. “You okay? You didn’t really have much time 
to adjust to what happened across the street before walking into 
this.” 

“Neither did you.” 

“Tm alright.” There’s that word again. “I’m sure you have 
questions.” 

“A ton,” | admit. 

“What do you want to know?” 

“Why can’t your wife finish the series?” 

“She was in a car accident,” he says. His response is 
mechanical, as if he’s forcing himself to detach from any emotion 
right now. 

“Tm sorry. | hadn't heard.” | shift in my seat, not knowing what 
else to say. 

“I wasn’t on board with the idea of someone else finishing out her 
contract at first. | had hope she would fully recover. But—” He 
pauses. “Here we are.” 

His demeanor makes sense to me now. He seemed a little 
reserved and quiet, but now | realize all the quiet parts of him are 
just grief. Palpable grief. I’m not sure if its because of what 
happened to his wife, or what he told me in the bathroom earlier— 
that his daughter passed away several months ago. But this man is 
obviously out of his element here as he’s challenged with making 
decisions heavier than anything most people ever have to face. “I’m 
so sorry.” 

He nods, but he offers nothing further. He returns to his seat, 
which makes me wonder if he thinks I’m still contemplating the offer. 
| don't want to waste his time any more than | already have. 

“l appreciate the offer, Jeremy, but honestly, it’s not something I’m 
comfortable with. I’m not good with publicity. I’m not even sure why 
your wife’s publisher reached out to me as an option in the first 
place.” 

“Open Ended,” Jeremy says. 

| stiffen when he mentions one of the books I’ve written. 

“It was one of Verity's favorite books.” 

“Your wife read one of my books?” 


“She said you were going to be the next big thing. I’m the one 
who gave her editor your name because Verity thinks your writing 
styles are similar. If anyone is going to take over Verity’s series, | 
want it to be someone whose work she respects.” 

| shake my head. “Wow. I’m flattered, but...| can’t.” 

Jeremy watches me silently, probably wondering why I’m not 
reacting as most writers would to this opportunity. He can’t figure me 
out. Normally, | would be proud of that. | don’t like being easily read, 
but it feels wrong in this situation. | feel like | should be more 
transparent, simply because he showed me courtesy this morning. | 
wouldn't even know where to start, though. 

Jeremy leans forward, his eyes swimming with curiosity. He 
stares at me a moment, then taps his fist on the table as he stands. | 
assume the meeting is over and start to stand as well, but Jeremy 
doesn't walk toward the door. He walks toward a wall lined with 
framed awards, so | sink back into my chair. He stares at the awards, 
his back to me. It isn’t until he runs his fingers over one of them that | 
realize it’s one of his wife’s. He sighs and then faces me again. 

“Have you ever heard of people referred to as Chronics?” he 
asks. 

| shake my head. 

“| think Verity might have made up the term. After our daughters 
died, she said we were Chronics. Prone to chronic tragedy. One 
terrible thing after another.” 

| stare at him a moment, allowing his words to percolate. He said 
he’d lost a daughter earlier, but he’s using the term in plural form. 
“Daughters?” 

He inhales a breath. Releases it with defeat. “Yeah. Twins. We 
lost Chastin six months before Harper passed. It’s been...” He isn’t 
detaching himself from his emotions as well as he was earlier. He 
runs a hand down his face and then returns to his chair. “Some 
families are lucky enough to never experience a single tragedy. But 
then there are those families that seem to have tragedies waiting on 
the back burner. What can go wrong, goes wrong. And then gets 
worse.” 

| don't Know why he’s telling me this, but | don’t question it. | like 
hearing him speak, even if the words coming out of his mouth are 


dismal. 

He’s twirling his water bottle in a circle on the table, staring down 
at it in thought. I’m getting the impression he didn’t request to be 
alone with me to change my mind. He just wanted to be alone. 
Maybe he couldn’t stand another second of discussing his wife in 
that manner, and he wanted them all to leave. | find that comforting 
—that being alone with me in the room still feels like being alone to 
him. 

Or maybe he always feels alone. Like our old next-door neighbor 
who, from what it sounds like, was definitely a Chronic. 

“I grew up in Richmond,” | say. “Our next-door neighbor lost all 
three members of his family in less than two years. His son died in 
combat. His wife died six months later of cancer. Then his daughter 
died in a car wreck.” 

Jeremy stops moving the water bottle and slides it a few inches 
away from him. “Where's the man now?” 

| stiffen. | wasn’t expecting that question. 

The truth is, the man couldn't take losing everyone that meant 
anything to him. He killed himself a few months after his daughter 
died, but to say that out loud to Jeremy, who is still grieving the 
deaths of his own daughters, would be cruel. 

“He still lives in the same town. He remarried a few years later. 
Has a few stepkids and grandchildren.” 

There’s something in Jeremy’s expression that makes me think 
he knows I'm lying, but he seems appreciative that | did. 

“You'll need to spend time in Verity’s office going through her 
things. She has years of notes and outlines—stuff | wouldn’t know 
how to make sense of.” 

| shake my head. Did he not hear anything | said? “Jeremy, | told 
you, | can’'t—” 

“The lawyer is lowballing you. Tell your agent to ask for half a 
million. Tell them you'll do it with no press, under a pen name, with 
an ironclad non-disclosure. That way, whatever it is you're trying to 
hide can stay hidden.” 

| want to tell him I’m not trying to hide anything other than my 
awkwardness, but before | can say anything, he’s moving toward the 
door. 


“We live in Vermont,” he continues. “I'll give you the address after 
you sign the contract. You’re welcome to stay for however long it 
takes to go through her office.” 

He pauses with his hand on the door. | open my mouth to object 
again, but the only word that comes out is a very unsure “Alright.” 

He stares at me a moment, as if he has more to say. Then he 
says, “Alright.” 

He opens the door and walks out into the hallway where Corey is 
waiting. Corey slips past him, back into the conference room where 
he closes the door. 

| look down at the table, confused by what just happened. 
Confused as to why I’m being offered such a substantial amount of 
money for a job I’m not even sure | can do. Half a million dollars? 
And | can do it under a pen name with no tour or publicity 
commitment? What on earth did I say that led to that? 

“| don't like him,” Corey says, plopping down in his seat. “What 
did he say to you?” 

“He said they’re lowballing me and to ask for half a million with no 
publicity.” 

| turn in time to watch Corey choke on air. He grabs my bottle of 
water and takes a drink. “Shit.” 


| had a boyfriend in my early twenties named Amos, who liked being 
choked. 

Its why we broke up—because | refused to choke him. But 
sometimes | wonder where I’d be had | entertained his urge. Would 
we be married now? Would we have children? Would he have 
moved on to even more dangerous sexual perversions? 

| think that’s what worried me the most with him. In your early 
twenties, vanilla sex should satisfy a person without the need to 
introduce fetishes so early on in a relationship. 

| like to think about Amos when | find myself disappointed with 
the current state of my life. As | stare at the pink eviction notice in 
Corey’s hand, | remind myself that it could be worse—!/ could still be 
with Amos. 

| open my apartment door farther, allowing Corey to step inside. | 
wasn't aware he was coming over, or | would have made sure there 
were no eviction notices taped to my door. It’s the third day in a row 
I've received one. | take it from him and shove it into a drawer. 

Corey holds up a champagne bottle. “Thought we could celebrate 
the new contract,” he says, handing me the bottle. I’m appreciative 
he doesn’t mention the eviction. It’s not as dire now that | have a 
paycheck on the horizon. What l'Il do until then...l’m not sure. | might 
have enough money for a few days in a hotel. 

| can always pawn what's left of my mother’s things. 

Corey has already taken off his coat and is loosening his tie. This 
used to be our routine, before my mother moved in. He’d show up 
and begin losing pieces of his clothing until we were under the 
covers in my bed. 

That came to a complete halt when | found out through social 
media that he had been on a few dates with a girl named Rebecca. | 


didn’t stop our sexual relationship out of jealousy—| stopped it out of 
respect for the girl who wasn't aware of it. 

“How's Becca?” | ask as | open the cabinet to find two glasses. 
Corey’s hand pauses on his tie, as if he’s shocked lm aware of 
what’s going on in his love life. “I write suspense novels, Corey. Don’t 
be so surprised that | Know all about your girlfriend.” 

| don’t watch for his reaction. | open the bottle of champagne and 
pour two glasses. When | go to hand one to Corey, he’s seated at 
the bar. | stay on the opposite side and we raise our glasses. But | 
lower mine before he can make a toast. | stare down at my 
champagne flute, finding it impossible to think of anything to toast 
about other than the money. 

“It's not my series,” | say. “They aren’t my characters. And the 
author responsible for the success of these books is injured. It feels 
wrong to toast to this.” 

Corey’s glass is still paused mid air. He shrugs and then downs 
his entire glass in one sip, handing it back to me. “Don’t focus on 
why you’re playing the game. Just focus on the finish line.” 

| roll my eyes as | set his empty glass in the sink. 

“Have you ever even read one of her books?” he asks. 

| shake my head and turn on the water. | should probably do 
dishes. | have forty-eight hours to be out of this apartment, and my 
dishes are something | want to take with me when | go. “Nope. Have 
you?” | pour dish soap into the water and grab a sponge. 

Corey laughs. “No. She’s not my style.” 

| look up at him, just as he realizes that his words double as an 
insult to my own writing, considering | was offered this job because 
of our supposed similar writing styles, according to Verity's husband. 

“Not what | meant,” he says. He stands up and walks around the 
bar, standing next to me at the sink. He waits for me to finish 
scrubbing a plate, and then he takes it from me and begins rinsing it 
off. “It doesn’t look like you’ve packed anything. Have you found a 
new apartment yet?” 

“| have a storage building and plan to have most of it out by 
tomorrow. I’ve put in an application at a complex in Brooklyn, but 
they won't have anything for two weeks.” 

“The eviction notice says you have two days to be out.” 


“Tm aware of that.” 

“So where are you going? A hotel?” 

“Eventually. I’m leaving Sunday for Verity Crawford’s house. Her 
husband says I'll need to go through her office for a day or two 
before | start the series.” 

Immediately upon signing the contract this morning, | received an 
email from Jeremy with directions to their house. | requested to 
come on Sunday, and luckily he agreed. 

Corey takes another dish from me. | can feel him staring at me. 
“You're staying at their house?” 

“How else am | supposed to get her notes for the series?” 

“Have him mail them to you.” 

“She has thirteen years’ worth of notes and outlines. Jeremy said 
he wouldn’t even know where to begin, and it would be easier if | 
sorted through it myself.” 

Corey doesn’t say anything, but | can sense he’s biting his 
tongue. | slide the sponge down the length of the knife in my hand 
and then hand it to him. 

“What aren’t you saying?” | ask. 

He rinses the knife in silence, sets it in the strainer, then grips the 
edge of the sink and turns his head toward me. “The man lost two 
daughters. Then his wife gets injured in a car wreck. I’m not sure I’m 
all that comfortable with you being in his home.” 

The water suddenly seems too cold for me. Chills run down both 
arms. | turn off the water and dry my hands, leaning my back against 
the sink. “Are you suggesting he had something to do with any of it?” 

Corey shrugs. “Il don’t know enough about what happened to 
suggest anything. But has that thought not crossed your mind? That 
maybe it’s not the safest thing to do? You don’t even know them.” 

I’m not ignorant. I’ve been digging up as much as | can find about 
them online. Their first child was at a sleepover fifteen miles away 
when she had an allergic reaction. Neither Jeremy nor Verity was 
there when it happened. And the second daughter drowned in the 
lake behind their home, but Jeremy didn’t arrive home until the 
search for her body was already in place. Both were ruled accidents. 
| can see why Corey is concerned, because | was, too, honestly. But 


the more | dig, the less | can find to be concerned about. Two tragic, 
unrelated accidents. 

“And what about Verity’s car wreck?” 

“It was an accident,” | say. “She hit a tree.” 

Corey's expression suggests he isn’t convinced. “I read there 
weren't any skidmarks. Which means she either fell asleep or she 
did it on purpose.” 

“Can you blame her?” lm irritated that he’s making baseless 
claims. | turn around to finish the dishes. “She lost both of her 
daughters. Anyone who suffers through something like that would 
want to find a way out.” 

Corey dries his hands on the dish towel and then grabs his jacket 
off the barstool. “Accidents or not, the family obviously has shit luck 
and a hell of a lot of emotional damage, so you need to be careful. 
Get in, get what you need, and leave.” 

“How about you worry about the contractual details, Corey? I'll 
worry about the research and writing part of it.” 

He slips on his jacket. “Just looking out for you.” 

Looking out for me? He knew my mother was dying, and he 
hasn't checked in with me in two months. He’s not looking out for 
me. He’s an ex-boyfriend who thought he was going to get laid 
tonight, but instead, was quietly rejected right before finding out I'll 
be staying in another man’s home. He’s disguising his jealousy as 
concern. 

| walk him to the door, relieved he’s leaving this soon. | don’t 
blame him for wanting to escape. This apartment has had a weird 
vibe in it since my mother moved in. It’s why | haven't even bothered 
fighting the lease, or informing the landlord that l'Il have the money in 
two weeks. | want out of this place more than Corey does right now. 

“For what it’s worth,” he says, “congratulations. Whether you 
created this series or not, your writing led you to it. You should be 
proud of that.” 

| hate it when he says nice things at the height of my irritation. 
“Thank you.” 

“Text me as soon as you get there Sunday.” 

“| will.” 

“And let me know if you need any help moving.” 


“| won't.” 

He laughs a little. “Okay, then.” He doesn’t hug me goodbye. He 
salutes me as he backs away, and weve never parted more 
awkwardly. | have a feeling our relationship is finally as it should be: 
Agent and author. Nothing more. 


| could have chosen anything else to do on this six-hour drive. | 
could have listened to “Bohemian Rhapsody” over sixty times. | 
could have called my old friend Natalie and played catch-up, 
especially since | haven’t even spoken to her in over six months. We 
text occasionally, but it would have been nice to hear her voice. Or 
maybe | could have used the time to mentally prep myself for all the 
reasons lm going to stay far away from Jeremy Crawford while I’m 
in his home. 

But instead of doing any of that, | chose to listen to the audiobook 
of the first novel in Verity Crawford’s series. 

It just ended. My knuckles are white from gripping the steering 
wheel so tightly. My mouth is parched from forgetting to hydrate on 
the drive over. My self-esteem is somewhere back in Albany. 

She’s good. Really good. 

Now I’m regretting having signed the contract. I’m not sure | can 
live up to that. And to think she’s already written six of these novels, 
all from the villain’s point of view. How can one brain hold that much 
creativity? 

Maybe the other five suck. | can hope. That way, there won't be 
much expectation for the final three books in the series. 

Who am | kidding? Every time one of Verity’s novels releases, it 
hits number one on the Times. 

| just made myself twice as nervous than when | left Manhattan. 

| spend the rest of the drive ready to go back to New York with 
my tail between my legs, but | stick it out because thinking I’m not 
good enough is part of the writing process. It’s part of mine, anyway. 
For me, there are three steps to completing each of my books. 

1) Start the book and hate everything | write. 

2) Keep writing the book despite hating everything | write. 


3) Finish the book and pretend I’m happy with it. 

There’s never a point in my writing process where | feel like I’ve 
accomplished what | set out to accomplish, or when | believe I’ve 
written something everyone needs to read. Most of the time, | cry in 
my shower and stare at my computer screen like a zombie, 
wondering how so many other authors can promote their books with 
so much confidence. “This is the greatest thing since the last book | 
wrote! You should read it!” 

I’m the awkward writer who posts a picture of my book and says, 
“It’s an okay book. There are words in it. Read it if you want.” 

I’m afraid this particular writing experience will be even worse 
than | imagined. Hardly anyone reads my books, so | don't have to 
suffer through too many negative reviews. But once my work is out 
there with Verity’s name on it, it’s going to be read by hundreds of 
thousands of readers with built-in expectations for this series. And if | 
fail, Corey will know | failed. The publishers will know I’ve failed. 
Jeremy will know I’ve failed. And...depending on her mental state... 
Verity may know I’ve failed. 

Jeremy didn't clarify the extent of Verity’s injuries when we were 
in the meeting, so | have no idea if she’s injured beyond the point of 
communication. There was very little online about her car wreck 
other than a couple of vague articles. The publisher released a 
statement shortly after the wreck stating Verity received non-life- 
threatening injuries. Two weeks ago, they released another 
statement that said she was recovering peacefully at home. But her 
editor, Amanda, said they wanted to keep the extent of her injuries 
out of the media. So, it’s a possibility they downplayed it all. 

Or, maybe, after all the loss she’s experienced over the past two 
years, she simply doesn't want to write again. 

| guess it’s understandable they'd need to ensure the completion 
of the series. The publishers don’t want to see their biggest source of 
income crash and burn. And while I’m honored | was asked to 
complete it, | don’t necessarily want to be thrown into that kind of 
spotlight. When | started writing, it wasn’t my goal to become 
famous. | dreamt of a life where enough people would buy my books 
and | could pay my bills and never be propelled into a life of riches 


and fame. Very few authors reach that level of success, so it was 
never a concern that it would happen to me. 

| realize attaching my name to this series would boost sales of 
my past books and ensure more opportunity in the future, but Verity 
is extremely successful. As is this series I’m taking over. By 
attaching my real name to her series, | would be subjecting myself to 
the kind of attention I’ve spent most of my life fearing. 

I’m not looking for my fifteen minutes of fame. I’m looking for a 
paycheck. 

It’s going to be a long wait for that advance. | spent most of the 
rest of my money renting this car and putting my things in storage. | 
paid a deposit for an apartment, but it won’t be ready until next week, 
or maybe even the week after, which means what little | have left will 
need to go to a hotel once | leave the Crawford home. 

This is my life. Sort of homeless, living out of a suitcase just one 
and a half weeks after the last of my immediate family members 
passes away. Can it get worse? 

| could be married to Amos right now, so life could always be 
worse. 

“Jesus, Lowen.” | roll my eyes at my inability to realize how many 
writers would kill for this kind of opportunity, and here | am thinking 
my life has hit rock bottom. 

Ungrateful, party of one. 

| have to stop looking at my life through my mother’s glasses. 
Once | get the advance on these novels, everything will start looking 
up. I'll no longer be between apartments. 

| took the exit for the Crawford home a few miles back. The GPS 
is leading me down a long, windy road flanked by flowering dogwood 
trees and houses that keep getting bigger and more spread apart. 

When | finally reach the turn-in, | put the rental in park to stop and 
admire the entrance. Two tall brick columns loom on both sides of 
the driveway—a driveway that never seems to end. | crane my neck, 
trying to see the length of it, but the dark asphalt snakes between the 
trees. Somewhere up there is the house, and somewhere inside of 
that house lies Verity Crawford. | wonder if she knows I’m coming. 
My palms start to sweat, so | lift them off the steering wheel and hold 
them in front of the air vents to dry them. 


The security gate is propped open, so | put the car in drive and 
slowly amble past the sturdy wrought iron. | tell myself not to freak 
out, even as | notice that the repetitive pattern on top of the iron gate 
resembles spider webs. | shiver as | follow a curve, the trees getting 
denser and taller until the house comes into view. | spot the roof first 
as | climb the hill: slate gray like an angry storm cloud. Seconds 
later, the rest of it appears, and my breath snags in my throat. Dark 
stone works its way across the front of the house, broken only by the 
blood red door, the only relief of color in this sea of gray. Ivy covers 
the left side of the house, but instead of charming, it’s threatening— 
like a slow-moving cancer. 

| think of the apartment | left behind: the dingy walls and too- 
small kitchen with the olive green refrigerator circa 1970. My entire 
apartment would probably fit into the entrance hall of this monster. 
My mother used to say that houses have a soul, and if that is true, 
the soul of Verity Crawford’s house is as dark as they come. 

The online satellite images did not do this property justice. / 
stalked the home before showing up. According to a realtor website, 
they purchased the home five years ago for two and a half million. 
It’s worth over three million now. 

It’s overwhelming and huge and secluded, but it doesn’t have the 
typical formal vibe of homes of this caliber. There isn’t an air of 
superiority clinging to the walls. 

| edge the car along the driveway, wondering where lm 
supposed to park. The lawn is lush and manicured, at least three 
acres deep. The lake behind the house stretches from one edge of 
the property to the other. The Green Mountains paint a picturesque 
backdrop so beautiful, it's hard to believe the awful tragedy its 
owners have experienced. 

| sigh in relief as | spot a concrete parking area next to the 
garage. | put my car in park and then kill the engine. 

My car doesn’t fit in with this house at all. I’m kicking myself for 
selecting the cheapest car | could possibly rent. Thirty bucks a day. | 
wonder if Verity has ever sat in a Kia Soul. In the article | read about 
her wreck, she was driving a Range Rover. 

| reach to the passenger seat to grab my phone so | can text 
Corey to let him know | made it. When | put my hand on the driver’s 


side door handle, | stiffen, stretching my spine against the back seat. 
| turn and look out my window. 

“Shit!” 

What the fuck? 

| slap my chest to make sure | still have a heartbeat as | stare 
back at the face staring into my car window. Then, when | see that 
the figure at my door is only a child, | cover my mouth, hoping he’s 
heard his fair share of curse words. He doesn’t laugh. He just stares, 
which seems even creepier than if he’d have scared me on purpose. 

He’s a miniature version of Jeremy. The same mouth, the same 
green eyes. | read in one of the articles that Verity and Jeremy had 
three children. This must be their little boy. 

| open the door, and he takes a step back as | get out of the car. 

“Hey.” The child doesn’t respond. “Do you live here?” 

“Yes.” 

| look at the house behind him, wondering what that must be like 
for a child to grow up in such a home. “Must be nice,” | mutter. 

“Used to be.” He turns and begins walking up the driveway, 
toward the front door. | instantly feel bad for him. I’m not sure I’ve 
given much thought to the situation this family is in. This little boy, 
who can't be more than five years old, has lost both of his sisters. 
And who knows what that kind of grief has done to his mother? | 
know it was apparent in Jeremy. 

| save my suitcase for later and shut my door, following the little 
boy. I’m only a few feet behind him when he opens the front door 
and walks into the house, then closes the door in my face. 

| wait a moment, wondering if maybe he has a sense of humor. 
But | can see through the frosted window of the front door, and he 
continues through the house and doesn't come back to let me in. 

| don’t want to call him an asshole. He’s a little kid, and he’s been 
through a lot. But I think he might be an asshole. 

| ring the doorbell and wait. 

And wait. 

And wait. 

| ring the doorbell again but get no answer. Jeremy put his 
contact information in the email he sent me, so | pull up his number 
and text him. “/t’s Lowen. I’m at your front door.” 


| send the text and wait. 

A few seconds later, | hear steps descending the stairs. | can see 
Jeremy’s shadow through the frosted glass grow larger as he 
approaches the door. Right before it opens, | see him pause like he’s 
taking a breath. | don’t know why, but that pause reassures me that 
maybe I’m not the only one nervous about this whole situation. 

Weird how his potential discomfort brings me comfort. | don’t 
think that’s how it’s supposed to work. 

He opens the door, and although he’s the same man | met a few 
days ago, he’s...different. No suit or tie, no air of mystery about him. 
He’s in sweatpants and a blue Bananafish T-shirt. Socks, no shoes. 
“Hey.” 

| don’t like the buzz rushing through me right now. | ignore it and 
smile at him. “Hi.” 

He stares for a second and then steps aside, opening the door 
wider, waving me in with his arm. “Sorry, | was upstairs. | told Crew 
to get the door. Guess he didn’t hear me.” 

| step into the foyer. 

“Do you have a suitcase?” Jeremy asks. 

| spin around to face him. “Yeah, it’s in my back seat, but | can 
get it later.” 

“Is the car unlocked?” 

| nod. 

“Be right back.” He slips on a pair of shoes next to the door and 
walks outside. | spin in a slow circle, checking out my surroundings. 
Not much is different from the pictures | saw of the home online. It 
feels odd because I’ve seen all the rooms in the house already, 
thanks to the realtor website. | feel like | already know my way 
around, and I’m only five feet into the house. 

There’s a kitchen to the right and living room to the left. They’re 
separated by an entryway with a staircase that leads to the second 
floor. The kitchen in the pictures was trimmed with dark cherry 
cabinetry, but it's been updated, and all the old cabinets have been 
ripped out, replaced mostly by shelves and a few cabinets above the 
countertop that are a blonder wood. 

There are two ovens, and a refrigerator with a glass door. I’m 
staring at it from several feet away when the little boy comes 


bounding down the stairs. He runs past me and opens the 
refrigerator, pulling out a bottle of Dr. Pepper. | watch as he struggles 
to twist open the lid. 

“Want me to open it for you?” | ask him. 

“Yes, please,” he says, looking up at me with those big green 
eyes. | cant believe | thought he was an asshole. His voice is so 
sweet and his hands are so tiny, they can’t even open a bottle of 
soda yet. | take it from him and twist open the bottle with ease. The 
front door opens as I’m handing the soda back to Crew. 

Jeremy narrows his eyes in Crew’s direction. “Il just told you no 
sodas.” He leaves my suitcase against the wall and walks over to 
Crew, pulling the soda out of his hands. “Go get ready for your 
shower. l'Il be there in a minute.” 

Crew rolls his head and stalks back toward the stairs. 

Jeremy cocks an eyebrow. “Never trust that kid. He’s smarter 
than both of us put together.” He takes a sip of the soda before 
returning it to the refrigerator. “You want something to drink?” 

“No, I’m fine.” 

Jeremy grabs my suitcase and carries it down the hallway. “l 
hope it’s not weird, but I’m giving you the master bedroom. We all 
sleep upstairs now, and | thought it would be easier because it’s the 
closest room to her office.” 

“Pm not even sure I’m staying the night,” | say as | follow behind 
him. The place gives me an eerie vibe, so it would be nice if | could 
grab what | need and find a hotel. “I was planning to check out her 
office and assess the situation.” 

He laughs, pushing the bedroom door open. “Trust me. You'll 
need at least two days. Maybe more.” He lays the suitcase on a 
chest at the foot of the bed, then opens the master closet and points 
to an empty area. “| made some space in case you need to hang 
anything.” He points toward the bathroom. “Bathroom is all yours. I’m 
not sure if there are toiletries, so let me know if you need anything. 
I’m sure we have it.” 

“Thank you.” | look around the room, and this all feels so bizarre. 
Especially that I'll be sleeping in their bed. My eyes are pulled to the 
headboard—specifically to the teeth marks bitten into the top edge of 
the headboard in the center of the bed. | immediately tear my eyes 


away before Jeremy catches me looking. He'll probably see all over 
my face that I’m wondering which one of them had to bite the 
headboard in order to keep quiet during sex. Have | ever had sex 
that intense? 

“You need a minute alone in here, or would you like to go ahead 
and see the rest of the house?” Jeremy asks. 

“Tm good,” | say, following him. He walks into the hallway, but | 
pause, eyeing the bedroom door. “Does this door lock?” 

He takes a step back inside the bedroom, looking at the door 
handle. “I don’t know that we've ever locked it.” He jiggles the 
handle. “I’m sure | can find a lock if it’s important to you.” 

| haven't slept in a bedroom without a lock since | was ten. | want 
to beg him to find a lock, but | also don’t want to be even more 
intrusive than | already am. 

“No, it’s fine.” 

He lets go of the door, but before stepping back out into the 
hallway, he says, “Before | take you upstairs, do you know what 
name you'll be writing this series under?” 

| hadn’t thought about it since finding out Pantem agreed to the 
demands Jeremy told me to make. 

| shrug. “I haven't really thought about it.” 

“Fd like to introduce you to Verity’s nurse using your pen name, in 
case you never want anyone attaching you to the series.” 

Her injuries are bad enough that she needs a nurse? 

“Okay. | guess...” I’m clueless as to what name | should use. 

“What street did you grow up on?” Jeremy asks. 

“Laura Lane.” 

“What was the name of your first pet?” 

“Chase. He was a Yorkie.” 

“Laura Chase,” he says. “I like it.” 

| tilt my head, recognizing that pattern of questioning from 
Facebook quizzes. “Isn't that how people figure out their pornstar 
name?” 

He laughs. “Pen name, pornstar name. Works across the board.” 
He motions for me to follow him. “Come meet Verity first, and then I'll 
take you to her office.” 


Jeremy takes the stairs two at a time. There’s an elevator that 
looks newly installed right past the kitchen. Verity must be in a 
wheelchair now. God, the poor woman. 

Jeremy is waiting for me when | reach the top of the stairs. The 
hallway splits, with three doors on one end and two on the other. He 
turns left. 

“This is Crew’s bedroom,” he says, pointing toward the first room. 
“| sleep in that room.” He points to the door next to Crew's. 

Across the hall from those two bedrooms is another room. The 
door is shut, so he taps on it gently and then pushes it open. 

I’m not sure what | was expecting, but | certainly wasn’t expecting 
this. 

She’s on her back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, her 
blonde hair spilled over her pillow. A nurse in blue scrubs is at the 
foot of her bed, putting socks on her feet. Crew is lying next to Verity 
on the bed, holding an iPad. Verity’s eyes are vacant, uninterested in 
her surroundings. She’s unaware of the nurse. Unaware of me. Of 
Crew. Of Jeremy as he leans over and brushes hair from her 
forehead. She blinks, but there’s nothing else there. No recognition 
that the man she had three children with is trying to be affectionate 
with her. | try to cover the chills that have appeared on my arms. 

The nurse addresses Jeremy. “She seemed tired, so | thought I’d 
put her to bed early tonight.” She pulls a blanket over Verity. 

Jeremy moves to the window and closes the curtains. “Did she 
take her after-dinner meds?” 

The nurse lifts Verity’s feet, tucking the blanket beneath them. 
“Yeah, she’s good until midnight.” 

The nurse is older than Jeremy, maybe in her mid-fifties, with 
short red hair. She glances at me, then back at Jeremy, waiting for 
an introduction. 

Jeremy shakes his head like he forgot I’m even here. He waves 
toward me while looking at the nurse. “This is Laura Chase, the 
author | was telling you about. Laura, this is April, Verity's nurse.” 

| shake April’s hand, but feel her judgment as she eyes me up 
and down. “I thought you'd be older,” she says. 

What do I even say to that? Coupled by the way she looks at me, 
her comment feels like a dig. Or an accusation. | ignore it and smile. 


“It's good to meet you, April.” 

“You too.” She grabs her purse off the dresser, directing her 
attention to Jeremy. “lIl see you in the morning. Should be an easy 
night.” She reaches down and pinches Crew’s thigh. He giggles and 
scoots away from her. | step aside as April exits the bedroom. 

| glance at the bed. Verity's eyes are still open, connecting with 
nothing. I’m not sure she’s even aware her nurse left. /s she aware 
of anything? | feel terrible for Crew. For Jeremy. For Verity. 

| don’t know that I'd want to live in this condition. And knowing 
Jeremy is tied to this life... It’s all so depressing. This house, the 
tragedies in this family’s past, the struggles in their present. 

“Crew, don’t make me do it. | told you to shower.” 

Crew looks up at Jeremy and smiles, but fails to get off the bed. 

“Tm gonna count to three.” 

Crew sets his iPad beside him, but continues to defy Jeremy. 

“Three...two...” And then, at the count of one, Jeremy lunges at 
Crew, gripping his ankles and pulling him up in the air. “Upside down 
night it is!” 

Crew is laughing and squirming. “Not again!” 

Jeremy looks over at me. “Laura, how many seconds can a kid 
hang upside down before their brain flips over and they start talking 
backward?” 

| laugh at their interaction. “I heard twenty seconds. But it could 
be fifteen.” 

Crew says, “No, Daddy, l'Il go shower! | don’t want my brain to be 
upside down!” 

“And you'll clean out your ears? Because they clearly weren't 
working before when | told you to take a shower.” 

“| swear!” 

Jeremy tosses him over his shoulder, turning him right side up 
before placing him back on his feet. He ruffles his hair and says, 
“Go.” 

| watch as Crew rushes out the door and into his bedroom across 
the hall. Watching Jeremy interact with Crew makes the house seem 
a little more welcoming. “He’s cute. How old is he?” 

“Five,” Jeremy says. He reaches down to the side of Verity’s 
hospital bed and raises it a bit. He grabs a remote off the table next 


to her bed and turns on the TV. 

We both exit the bedroom, and he pulls the door slightly shut. I’m 
standing in the middle of the hallway when he faces me. He slides 
his hands into the pockets of his grey sweatpants. He acts like he 
wants to say more—explain more. But he doesn’t. He sighs and 
looks back at Verity’s bedroom. 

“Crew was scared to sleep up here by himself. He’s been a 
trooper, but nights are rough for him. He wanted to be closer to her, 
but he didn’t like sleeping downstairs. | moved us both up here to 
make it easier on him.” Jeremy makes his way back down the 
hallway. “Which means you have the run of the downstairs at night.” 
He flips off the hallway light. “Want to see her office?’ 

“Of course.” 

| follow him downstairs, to the double doors near the stairwell 
landing. He pushes open one of the double doors, revealing the 
most intimate part of his wife. 

Her office. 

When | step inside, it feels like I’m rummaging around her 
underwear drawer. There are floor-to-ceiling bookshelves with books 
tucked into every vacant crevice. Boxes of papers line the walls. The 
desk... My God, her desk. It extends from one end of the room to the 
other, stretching along a wall lined with huge window panes 
overlooking the entirety of the backyard. There isn’t an inch of desk 
that isn’t covered with a stack of pages or files. 

“She’s not the most organized person,” Jeremy says. 

| smile, recognizing a kinship with Verity. “Most writers aren't.” 

“It ll take time. | would attempt to organize it myself, but it’s all 
Greek to me.” 

| walk to one of the shelves closest to me and run my hand over 
some of the books. They’re foreign editions of her work. | pluck a 
German copy from the shelf and examine it. 

“She has her laptop and a desktop,” Jeremy says. “I wrote the 
passwords on sticky notes for you.” He picks up a notebook next to 
her computer. “She was constantly taking notes. Writing down 
thoughts. She’d write ideas down on napkins. Dialogue in the shower 
on a waterproof notepad.” Jeremy drops the notepad back onto the 
desk. “She once used a Sharpie to write down character names on 


the bottom of Crew’s diaper. We were at the zoo, and she didn't 
have a notepad.” 

He does a full, slow circle as he looks around at her office like it’s 
been a while since he’s stepped foot in here. “The world was her 
manuscript. No surface was safe.” 

My insides warm at the way he seems to appreciate her creative 
process. | spin in a circle, taking it all in. “| had no idea what | was 
getting into.” 

“| didn’t want to laugh when you said you might not need to stay 
the night. But in all honesty, this might take you more than two days. 
If it does, you’re welcome to stay as long as you need. I'd rather you 
take your time and make sure you have everything you need than go 
back to New York unsure of how to tackle this.” 

| look at the shelves containing the series I’m taking over. There 
are to be nine total books in the series. Six have been published, 
and three are still to be delivered. The series title is The Noble 
Virtues, and each book is a different virtue. The three that are left up 
to me are Courage, Truth, and Honor. 

All six books are on her shelves, and I’m relieved to see extras. | 
pull a copy of the second novel off the shelf and skim through it. 

“Have you read the series yet?” Jeremy asks. 

| shake my head, not wanting to reveal | listened to the 
audiobook. He might ask me questions about it. “I haven't yet. | 
didn't have time between signing the contract and coming here.” | 
place the book back on the shelf. “Which is your favorite?” 

“| haven’t ready any of them, either. Not since her first book.” 

| spin and look at him. “Really?” 

“| didn't like being inside her head.” 

| hold back my smile, but he sounds a little bit like Corey right 
now. Unable to separate the world his wife creates from the one she 
lives in. At least Jeremy seems to be a little more self-aware than 
Corey ever was. 

| look around the room, slightly overwhelmed, but I’m not sure if 
its because Jeremy is standing here or because of the chaos I’m 
about to have to sort through. “I don’t even know where to start.” 

“Yeah, I'll let you get to that.” Jeremy points to the office door. “l 
should probably go check on Crew. Make yourself at home. Food... 


drinks...the house is yours.” 

“Thank you.” 

Jeremy closes the door, and | settle in at Verity’s desk. Her desk 
chair alone probably cost more than a month's rent in my apartment. 
| wonder how much easier writing is for someone who has money to 
burn on things lve always dreamt of having at my disposal while | 
write. Comfortable furniture, enough money to have an on-call 
masseuse, more than one computer. | imagine it would make the 
writing process a lot easier and a lot less stressful. | have a laptop 
with a missing key and Wi-Fi when a neighbor forgets to password 
protect theirs. | sit on an old dining room table chair at a makeshift 
desk that’s really just a plastic folding table | ordered from Amazon 
for twenty-five bucks. 

Most of the time, | don’t even have enough money for printer ink 
and computer paper. 

| guess being here in her office for a few days will be one way to 
test my theory. The richer you are, the more creative you're able to 
be. 

| take the second book of the series off the shelf. | open it, only 
intending to glance at it. See how she picked up from where book 
one left off. 

| end up reading for three hours straight. 

| haven’t moved from my spot, not even once. Chapter after 
chapter of intrigue and fucked up characters. Really fucked up 
characters. It’s going to take me time to work myself into that 
mindset while writing. No wonder Jeremy doesn't read her work. All 
her books are from the villain’s point of view, so that’s new to me. | 
really should have read all these books before arriving. 

| stand up to stretch out my spine, but it doesn’t even really hurt; 
the desk chair I’ve been sitting in is the most comfortable piece of 
furniture my ass has ever pressed against. 

| look around, wondering if | should go through computer files 
next or printed files. 

| decide to check out her desktop. | browse several files in 
Microsoft Word, which seems to be the program she prefers. All the 
files | find are related to books she’s already written. I’m not too 
worried about those yet. | want to find any plans she had for the 


books yet to be written. Most of the files on her laptop are the same 
as the files on her desktop. 

Maybe Verity was the type of author who hand-wrote her outlines. 
| turn my attention to the stacks of boxes on the back wall, near a 
closet. A thin layer of dust coats the tops of them. | go through 
several boxes, pulling out versions of manuscripts at various stages 
in the writing process, but they’re all versions of books in her series 
that she’s already written. Nothing hinting at what she planned to 
write next. 

I’m on the sixth box, rummaging through the contents, when | find 
something with an unfamiliar title. This one is called So Be It. 

| flip through the first few pages, hoping I'll get lucky and find that 
it’s an outline for the seventh book in the series. Almost immediately, 
| can tell that it isn’t. This seems...personal. | flip back to the first 
page of chapter one and read the first line. 

I sometimes think back on the night | met Jeremy and wonder, 
had we not made eye contact, would my life still end the same? 

As soon as | see Jeremy’s name mentioned, | scan a little more 
of the page. It’s an autobiography. 

It’s not at all what I’m searching for. An autobiography isn’t what 
the publishers are paying me to turn in, so | should just move on. But 
| look over my shoulder to make sure the door is shut because I’m 
curious. Besides, reading some of this is research. | need to see how 
Verity's mind works to understand her as a writer. Thats my excuse, 
anyway. 

| carry the manuscript to the couch, make myself comfortable, 
and begin reading. 


So Be It 
by 
Verity Crawford 


Author’s note: 

The thing | abhor most about autobiographies are the counterfeit 
thoughts draped over every sentence. A writer should never have 
the audacity to write about themselves unless they’re willing to 
separate every layer of protection between the author’s soul and 
their book. The words should come directly from the center of the 
gut, tearing through flesh and bone as they break free. Ugly and 
honest and bloody and a little bit terrifying, but completely exposed. 
An autobiography encouraging the reader to like the author is not a 
true autobiography. No one is likable from the inside out. One should 
only walk away from an autobiography with, at best, an 
uncomfortable distaste for its author. 

I will deliver. 

What you read will taste so bad at times, you'll want to spit it out, 
but you'll swallow these words and they will become part of you, part 
of your gut, and you will hurt because of them. 

Yet...even with my generous warning...you're going to continue 
to ingest my words, because here you are. 

Human. 

Curious. 

Carry on. 


Chapter One 


“Find what you love and let it kill you.” - Charles 
Bukowski 


| sometimes think back on the night | met Jeremy and wonder, had 
we not made eye contact, would my life still end the same? Was it 
my destiny from the beginning to suffer such a tragic end? Or is my 
tragic end a result of poor choices rather than fate? 

Of course, | haven’t met a tragic end yet, or | wouldn't be able to 
recount what led to it. Nevertheless, it's coming. | can sense it, just 
as | sensed Chastin’s death. And just as | embraced her fate, | will 
embrace my own. 

| wouldn’t say | was lost before the night | met Jeremy, but | had 
certainly never been found until the moment he laid eyes on me from 
across the room. 

ld had boyfriends before. One-night stands, even. But I’d never 
come close to imagining life with someone else until that moment. 
When | saw him, | pictured our first night together, our wedding, our 
honeymoon, our children. 

Until that moment, the idea of love had always felt very 
manufactured to me. A Hallmark ploy. A marketing scheme for 
greeting card companies. | had no interest in love. My only goal that 
night was to get drunk on free booze and find a rich investor to fuck. 
| was already halfway there, having downed three Moscow Mules. 
And judging by the look of Jeremy Crawford, | was going to leave 
that party an overachiever. He looked rich, and it was a charity 
event, after all. Poor people don’t show up to charity events unless 
they're serving the rich. 

Present company not included. 

He was talking with a few other men, but every time he’d glance 
in my direction, | felt like we were the only two people in the room. 
Every now and then, he would smile at me. Of course he did. | had 
on my red dress that night, the one | stole from Macy’s. Don’t judge 
me. | was a Starving artist and it was ridiculously expensive. | 
intended to make up for the theft when | had the money. I’d donate to 
a Charity or save a baby or something. The good thing about sins is 


they don’t have to be atoned for immediately, and that red dress was 
too perfect for me to pass up. 

It was a fuckable dress. The kind of dress a man can easily 
bypass when he wants between your legs. The mistake women 
make when they choose their clothes for events like the one | was at, 
is that they don’t think about them from the man’s perspective. A 
woman wants her breasts to look good, her figure to be hugged. 
Even if that means sacrificing comfort and wearing something 
impossible to remove. But when men look at dresses, they aren't 
admiring the way it hugs the hips or the cinch at the waist or the 
fancy tie up the back. They’re sizing up how easy it will be to 
remove. Will he be able to slip his hand up her thigh when they’re 
seated next to each other at a table? Will he be able to fuck her ina 
car without the awkward mess of zippers and Spanx? Will he be able 
to fuck her in the bathroom without having to remove her clothes 
completely? 

The answers to my stolen red dress were yes, yes, and hell yes. 

| realized, with that dress on, there was no way he would be able 
to leave the party without approaching me. | chose to stop paying 
attention to him. It made me seem desperate. | was not the mouse, | 
was the cheese. | was going to stand there until he came to me. 

He did, eventually. | was standing at the bar, my back to him, 
when he put his hand on my shoulder and leaned forward, motioning 
for the bartender. Jeremy didn’t look at me in that moment. He 
simply kept his hand on my shoulder, as if he were laying claim to 
me. When the bartender approached, | watched in fascination. 
Jeremy nudged his head toward me and said, “Make sure you only 
serve her water for the rest of the evening.” 

| hadn’t been expecting that. | turned, leaning an arm on the bar, 
and faced him. He dropped his hand from my shoulder, but not 
before his fingers grazed all the way down to my elbow. A flicker of 
electricity flashed through me, mixed with a surge of anger. 

“Tm perfectly capable of deciding when I’ve had enough to drink.” 

Jeremy smirked at me and even though | hated the arrogance 
behind that smirk, he was good-looking. “I’m sure you are.” 

“I’ve only had three drinks all evening.” 

“Good.” 


| stood up straight and called the bartender back over. “I'll have 
another Moscow Mule, please.” 

The bartender glanced at me, then Jeremy. Then back at me. 
“Tm sorry, ma’am. I’ve been asked to serve you water.” 

| rolled my eyes. “I heard him ask you to serve me water, I’m 
standing right here. But | don’t know this man, and he doesn’t know 
me, and I'd like another Moscow Mule.” 

“She'll take a water,” Jeremy said. 

| was definitely attracted to him, but his looks were quickly fading 
with that chauvinistic attitude. The bartender lifted his hands and 
said, “I don’t want to get involved in whatever this is. If you want a 
drink, go order it from the bar over there.” He pointed to the bar 
across the room. | grabbed my purse, tipped my chin up in the air, 
and walked away. When | reached the other bar, | found a stool and 
waited for the bartender to finish with his customer. In that time, 
Jeremy appeared again, this time leaning his elbow across the bar. 

“You didn’t even give me a chance to explain why I'd like you to 
have water.” 

| rolled my head in his direction. “I’m sorry, | didn’t realize | owed 
you my time.” 

He laughed, moving until his back was against the bar, and 
stared at me with a tilted head and a crooked smile. “I’ve been 
watching you since the moment | walked through the door. You’ve 
had three drinks in forty-five minutes, and if you keep going at that 
rate, | won't feel comfortable asking you to leave with me. I’d much 
rather you make that choice while you’re sober.” 

His voice sounded like his throat was coated in honey. | held eye 
contact with him, wondering if it was an act. Could a man that good 
looking and presumably rich also be considerate? It felt more 
presumptuous than anything, but | was drawn in by his gall. 

The bartender approached with impeccable timing. “What can | 
get for you?” 

| straightened up, breaking eye contact with Jeremy. | turned and 
faced the bartender. “I'll have a water.” 

“Make it two,” Jeremy said. 

And that was that. 


It’s been years since that night, and it’s difficult to recall every 
detail, but | do remember being drawn to him in those first few 
moments in a way I'd never been drawn to a man. | liked the sound 
of his voice. | liked his confidence. | liked his teeth, perfect and white. 
| liked the stubble on his jaw. It was the perfect length to scratch my 
thighs. Maybe even scar them if he stayed down there long enough. 

| liked that he wasn’t afraid to touch me while we talked, and 
every time he did, the graze of his fingers made my skin tingle. 

After we both finished our waters, Jeremy led me to the exit, his 
hand on my lower back, his fingers caressing my dress. 

We walked to his limousine, and he held the back door open for 
me as | climbed inside. He took the seat across from me rather than 
next to me. The car smelled like a bouquet, but | knew it was 
perfume. | quite liked it, despite knowing another woman had been in 
this limousine tonight. My eyes fell to a bottle of champagne that was 
half empty next to two wine glasses, one lined with red lipstick. 

Who is she? And why did he leave the party with me and not 
her? 

| didn’t care to ask those questions out loud, because he was 
leaving with me. That’s really all that mattered. 

We sat in silence for a minute or two, staring at each other with 
anticipation. He knew he had me in that moment, which is why he 
felt confident enough to reach forward and lift my leg, draping it 
across the seat next to him. He left his hand on my ankle, caressing 
it, watching as my chest began to rise and fall in response to his 
touch. 

“How old are you?” he asked. The question made me pause 
because he looked older than | was, maybe late twenties, early 
thirties. | didn’t want to scare him off with the truth, so | lied and said 
| was twenty-five. 

“You look younger.” 

He knew | was lying. | kicked off my shoe and ran my toes across 
the outside of his thigh. “Twenty-two.” 

Jeremy laughed and said, “A liar, huh?” 

“| stretch truths where | see fit. I’m a writer.” 

His hand moved to my calf. 

“How old are you?” 


“Twenty-four,” he said with as much truth as l’d given him. 

“So...twenty-eight?” 

He smiled. “Twenty-seven.” 

His hand was on my knee at this point. | wanted it even higher. | 
wanted it on my thigh, between my legs, exploring me from the 
inside. | wanted him, but not here. | wanted to go with him, see 
where he lived, judge the comfort of his bed, smell his sheets, taste 
his skin. 

“Where's your driver?” | asked. 

Jeremy glanced behind him, toward the front of the limousine. “l 
don't know,” he replied, looking back at me. “This isn’t my limousine.” 
His expression was mischievous, and | couldn’t tell if he was lying. 

| narrowed my eyes, wondering if this man had really led me to a 
limousine that didn’t even belong to him. “Whose limousine /s this?” 

Jeremy’s eyes had left mine and were focused on his hand. The 
one tracing circles over my knee. “I don’t know.” | expected my 
desire to wane at the realization that he may not be rich, but instead, 
his admission made me smile. “I’m an entry-level scrub,” he said. “l 
drove my car here. Honda Civic. Parked it myself because I’m too 
cheap to pay the ten bucks for valet.” 

| was surprised by how much | loved that he had brought me to a 
limo that wasn’t even his. He wasn’t rich. He wasn’t rich, yet I still 
wanted to fuck him. 

“| clean office buildings in the city,” | admitted. “I stole an invitation 
to this party out of a trash can. I’m not even supposed to be here.” 

He smiled, and I’ve never wanted to taste a grin like | wanted to 
taste the one that spread across his face. “Aren’t you resourceful?” 
he asked. His hand slipped behind my knee and he pulled me 
toward him. | slid across the seat and onto his lap because that’s 
what dresses like mine were for. | could feel him growing hard 
between my legs as he pressed a thumb against my bottom lip. | 
swiped my tongue across the pad of his thumb, and it made him 
sigh. Not groan. Not moan. He sighed, like it was the sexiest thing 
he’d ever felt. 

“What’s your name?” he asked. 

“Verity.” 


“Verity.” He said it twice. “Verity. That’s really pretty.” His eyes 
were on my mouth, and he was about to lean in and kiss me, but | 
pulled back. 

“What’s yours?” 

His eyes flickered back to mine. “Jeremy.” He said it fast, like it 
was a waste of his time, an inconvenient interruption to our kiss. As 
soon as the word left his mouth, his lips touched mine, and as soon 
as they touched mine, the interior light kicked on above our heads 
and we both froze, our lips grazing, our bodies suddenly stiff as 
someone climbed into the driver’s seat of the limousine. 

“Shit,” Jeremy whispered against my mouth. “What an untimely 
return.” He pushed me off of him and opened the door. He ushered 
me out of the car just as the driver realized someone else was in the 
car with him. 

“Hey!” he yelled into the backseat. 

Jeremy grabbed my hand and began to pull me after him, but | 
needed out of my shoes. | tugged on his arm, and he stopped as | 
slipped my shoes off my feet. The driver started heading in our 
direction. “Hey! What the hell were you doing in my car?” 

Jeremy grabbed my shoes in one hand, and we ran down the 
street, laughing in the dark, out of breath when we finally reached his 
car. He hadn't been lying about it. It was a Honda Civic, although it 
was a newer model, so that counted for something. He pushed me 
against the passenger door, dropped my shoes on the concrete, and 
then swept a hand into my hair. 

| looked over my shoulder at the car we were leaning against. “Is 
this really your car?” 

He smiled as he reached into his suit pocket and pulled out his 
key fob. He unlocked the doors to prove it was his, which made me 
laugh. 

He stared down at me, our mouths thisclose, and | could swear 
he was already imagining what life with me would be like. You can’t 
look at someone the way he looked at me—with the entirety of his 
past—without also imagining the future. 

He closed his eyes and kissed me. The kiss was full of both 
desire and respect—two things a lot of men didn’t seem to know 
could go hand in hand. 


His fingers felt good in my hair, and his tongue felt good in my 
mouth. | felt good to him, too. | could feel how good | felt to him in 
the way he kissed me. We knew very little about each other in that 
moment, but it was almost better that way. Sharing a kiss that 
intimate with a stranger was like saying, “/ dont know you, but | 
believe | would like you if | did.” 

| liked that he believed he could like me. It almost made me 
believe | was likeable. 

When he pulled away from me, | wanted to go with him. | wanted 
my mouth to follow his, my fingers to stay wrapped around his. It was 
torture remaining in the passenger seat of his car as we drove. | was 
burning inside for him. He had lit a fire in me, and | was determined 
to make sure it didn’t go out. 

He fed me before he fucked me. 

Took me to a Steak ’n Shake, and we sat on the same side of the 
booth, eating French fries and sipping chocolate shakes between 
kisses. The restaurant was mostly empty, so we were in a quiet 
corner booth, far enough away that no one noticed when Jeremy’s 
hand slid up my thigh and disappeared between my legs. No one 
heard me when | moaned. No one cared when he pulled his hand 
away and whispered that he wasn’t going to give me an orgasm in a 
Steak ’n Shake. 

| wouldn't have minded. 

“Take me to your bed, then,” | said. 

He did. His bed was in the middle of a studio apartment in 
Brooklyn. Jeremy wasn’t rich. He could barely afford the Steak ’n 
Shake he had bought me. But | didn’t care. | was on his bed, lying on 
my back, watching him undress, when | realized | was about to make 
love for the first time. I'd had sex before, but never with more than 
just my body. 

There was so much more of me invested in that moment than my 
body. My heart felt full—of what, | don’t know. But my heart had felt 
empty with the men who came before Jeremy. 

It was amazing how different sex felt when a person used more 
than their body. | involved my heart and my gut and my mind and my 
hope. | fell in that moment. Not in love. | just...fell. 


It was as if ld been standing on the edge of a cliff my whole life, 
and finally, after meeting Jeremy, | felt confident enough to jump. 
Because—for the first time in my life—I felt confident that | wouldn’t 
land. | would keep flying. 

Looking back, | realize how crazy it is that | fell for him so fast. 
But it was only crazy because it never stopped. Had | woken up the 
next morning and slipped out of his apartment, it would have ended 
as a fun one-night stand, and | wouldn’t even be recalling any of this 
all these years later. But | didn’t leave the next morning, so it became 
more. With every day that passed, that first night with him was 
further validated. And that’s what love at first sight is. It isn’t really 
love at first sight until you’ve been with the person long enough for it 
to become love at first sight. 

We didn't leave his apartment for three days. 

We ate Chinese takeout. We fucked. We ordered pizza. We 
fucked. We watched TV. We fucked. 

We both called in sick to work that Monday, and by Tuesday, | 
was obsessed. | was obsessed with his laugh, with his cock, with his 
mouth, with his skill, with his stories, with his hands, with his 
confidence, with his gentleness, with a new and intense need to 
please him. 

| needed to please him. 

| needed to be what made him smile, breathe, wake up in the 
mornings. 

And for a while, | was. He loved me more than he loved anything 
or anyone. | was his sole reason for living. 

Until he discovered the one thing that meant more to him than | 
did. 


It's like | have surpassed opening Verity's underwear drawer, and 
now I’m rummaging around among the silk and lace. | am well aware 
that | shouldn't be reading this. This is not why | came here. Bult... 

| slide the manuscript onto the couch next to me, and | stare at it. 
| have so many questions about Verity. Questions | can’t ask her and 
questions Jeremy probably doesn’t feel like answering. | need to get 
to know her better to see how her mind works, and you can't get 
more answers from any other source like you can from an 
autobiography. One this brutally honest. 

| can see myself getting sidetracked by this, and | really 
shouldn't. I’m here to find what | need and get out of this family’s 
hair. They’ve been through enough and don’t need an intruder 
touching their underwear. 

| walk over to the monster desk and pick up my phone. It’s 
already after eleven. | arrived around seven this evening, but | didn't 
expect it to be this late already. | didn’t even hear anything outside of 
this office. Like it’s soundproof. 

Hell, it probably is. If | could afford to work in a soundproof office, 
| would. 

lm hungry. 

It’s an awkward feeling, being hungry in a house you aren't 
familiar with. | know Jeremy said to help myself, so | head for the 
kitchen. 

| don’t make it far. | pause right when I open the office door. 

The office is definitely soundproof, or | would have heard this 
noise. It’s coming from upstairs, and | have to still myself completely 
to focus on it. To pray it’s not at all what it sounds like. 

| move quietly and cautiously to the foot of the stairs, and sure 
enough, the sound seems to be coming from the direction of Verity’s 


room. It’s the creaking of a bed. Repetitive creaking, like the sound a 
bed would make if a man were on top of a woman. 

Oh, my God. | cover my mouth with unsteady fingers. No, no, no! 

| read an article about this once. A woman was injured in a car 
wreck and was in a coma. She lived in a nursing facility and her 
husband came to visit her every day. The staff became suspicious 
that he was having sex with her despite her being in a coma, so they 
set up hidden cameras. The man was arrested for rape because his 
wife was unable to give consent. 

Much like Verity. 

| should do something. But what? 

“Its noisy, | Know.” 

| gasp and spin around, coming face to face with Jeremy. 

“l can turn it off if it bothers you,” he says. 

“You scared me.” My voice is full of breath. | blow out a sigh of 
relief, Knowing that whatever I’m hearing is not at all what | thought it 
was. Jeremy looks over my shoulder, up at where the noise is 
coming from. 

“It's her hospital bed. It's on a timer every two hours to lift 
different parts of her mattress. Takes weight off her pressure points.” 

| can feel the embarrassment creeping up my neck. | pray to God 
he doesn’t know what | thought that noise was. | cover my chest with 
my hand to hide the redness | know is there. I’m fair skinned, and 
anytime | get nervous or worked up or embarrassed, my skin tells on 
me, erupting in angry red splotches. | wish | could sink into the lush, 
rich-people carpet and disappear. 

| clear my throat. “They make beds like that?” | could have used 
one when my mother was on hospice. It was hell trying to move her 
on my own. 

“Yeah, but they’re obscenely expensive. Several thousand for a 
brand new one, and insurance wouldn't even cover it.” 

| choke on that price. 

“Tm heating up leftovers,” he says. “You hungry?” 

“| was just on my way to the kitchen, actually.” 

Jeremy walks backward. “It’s pizza.” 

“Perfect.” I hate pizza. 


The microwave timer goes off right when Jeremy reaches it. He 
pulls out a plate of pizza and hands it to me, then makes himself 
another plate. “How's it going in there?” 

“Good,” | say. | grab a bottle of water out of the fridge and take a 
seat at the table. “You were right, though. There's a lot. Its gonna 
take me a couple of days.” 

He leans against the counter as he waits for his pizza to finish. 
“Do you work better at night?” 

“Yeah. | stay up pretty late and then sleep in most mornings. | 
hope that’s not an issue.” 

“Not at all. I’m actually a night owl, too. Verity’s nurse leaves in 
the evenings and comes back at seven in the morning, so | stay up 
until midnight and give Verity her nighttime medications. Nurse takes 
over when she gets here.” He grabs his plate from the microwave 
and sits across from me at the table. 

| can’t even make eye contact with him. All | can think of when | 
look at him is the part of Verity’s manuscript | read where she 
mentioned his hand was between her legs at the Steak ’n Shake. 
God, | shouldn't have read that. Now I'll be blushing every time | look 
in his direction. He has really nice hands, too, which doesn't help the 
situation. 

| need to change the direction of my thoughts. 

Like now. 

“Did she ever talk with you about the series she was writing? Like 
what she had planned for the characters? The ending?” 

“If she did, | can’t remember,” he says, looking down at his plate. 
He absentmindedly moves around a slice of pizza. “Before her car 
wreck, it had been a while since she’d written anything. Or even 
talked about writing.” 

“How long ago was her wreck?” I already know the answer, but I 
don't want him to know I Googled his family’s history. 

“Not long after Harper died. She was in a medically induced 
coma for a while, then went into an intense rehabilitation center for 
several weeks. She’s only been home for a few weeks now.” He 
takes another bite. | feel bad for talking about it, but he doesn’t seem 
put off by the conversation. 


“Before my mother died, | was her only caregiver. | don’t have 
any siblings, so | know it isn’t easy.” 

“It isn’t easy,” he says in agreement. “I’m sorry about your 
mother, by the way. I’m not sure | said that when you told me about it 
in the coffee shop bathroom.” 

| smile at him, but say nothing else about it. | don’t want him to 
ask about her. | want the focus to remain on him and Verity. 

My mind keeps going back to the manuscript, because even 
though | know very little about the man sitting across from me, | 
almost feel as though | know him. At the very least, | know him the 
way Verity described him. 

I’m curious to know what kind of marriage they had, and why she 
ended the first chapter with the sentence she chose. ‘Until he 
discovered the one thing that meant more to him than | did.” 

The sentence is ominous. It’s almost as if she were setting up the 
next chapter to reveal some terrible, dark secret about this man. Or 
maybe it was a writing strategy, and she’s going to say he’s a saint 
and that their children mean more to him than she did. 

Whatever it means, I’m dying to read the next chapter now that 
I’m staring at him. And | hate that | have so many other things that 
should be my focus right now, but all | want to do is curl up and read 
about Jeremy and Verity's marriage. It makes me feel a little 
pathetic. 

It’s probably not even about them. | know a writer who admitted 
she uses her husband’s name in every manuscript until she can 
come up with a name for her character. Maybe that’s what Verity 
does. Maybe it was just another work of fiction, and Jeremy's name 
was only there as a placeholder. 

| guess there’s only one way to find out if what | read was true. 

“How did you and Verity meet?” 

Jeremy pops a pepperoni in his mouth and grins. “At a party,” he 
says, leaning back in his chair. Finally, he doesn’t look sad for once. 
“She was wearing the most amazing dress l’d ever seen. It was red, 
and so long that it dragged on the floor a little bit. God, she was 
beautiful,” he says with a hint of wistfulness. “We left the party 
together. When | walked outside, | saw a limousine parked out front, 


so | opened the door and we climbed inside and talked a little. Until 
the driver showed up and | had to admit the limousine wasn’t mine.” 

I'm not supposed to know any of this, so | force a laugh. “It wasn’t 
yours?” 

“No. | just wanted to impress her. We had to make an escape 
after that because the driver was pretty pissed.” He’s still smiling, like 
he’s right back in that night with Verity and her fuckable red dress. 
“We were inseparable after that.” 

It’s hard for me to smile for him. For them. Seeing how happy 
they seemed back then, and then looking at what their life turned 
into. | wonder if her autobiography explains in detail how they got 
from point A to point B. At the beginning of it, she mentions Chastin’s 
death. Which means she wrote it, or at least added to it, after that 
first huge tragedy. | wonder how long she’s been working on it? 

“Was Verity already an author when you met her?” 

“No, she was still in grad school. It was later, when I had to take a 
temporary position in Los Angeles for a few months, that she wrote 
her first book. | think it was her way of passing the time until | came 
back home. She was passed up by a couple of publishers at first, but 
once she sold that first manuscript, everything just... It all happened 
so fast. Our lives changed practically overnight.” 

“How did she handle the fame?” 

“| think it was harder for me than it was for her.” 

“Because you like being invisible?” 

“Is it that obvious?” 

| shrug. “Fellow introvert, here.” 

He laughs. “Verity isn’t your typical author. She loves the 
spotlight. The fancy events. It all makes me uncomfortable. | like 
being here with the kids.” There’s a very subtle shift in his expression 
when he realizes he spoke of his girls in the present tense. “With 
Crew,” he says, correcting himself. He shakes his head and then 
clasps his hands behind his neck, leaning back like he’s stretching. 
Or uncomfortable. “It's hard sometimes—remembering they aren't 
here anymore.” His voice is quiet, and he’s staring past me, at 
nothing. “I still find their hairs on the sofa. Their socks in the dryer. 
Sometimes | yell out their names when | want to show them 


something, forgetting they aren’t going to come running down the 
stairs.” 

| watch him closely, because not all of me is convinced yet. | write 
suspense novels. | know when there are suspicious situations, 
suspicious people almost always accompany those situations. I’m 
torn between wanting to find out more about what happened to his 
girls, and getting out of here as fast as | can. 

But right now, I’m not looking at a man who is putting on a show 
to garner sympathy. I’m looking at a man who's sharing his thoughts 
out loud for the first time. 

It makes me want to do the same. 

“My mother hasn't been gone that long, but | know what you 
mean. Every morning that first week, ld get up and make her 
breakfast, only to remember she wasn’t there to eat it.” 

Jeremy drops his arms to the table. “I wonder how long it lasts. 
Or if it'll always be this way.” 

“| think time will definitely help, but it probably wouldn't hurt to 
entertain the idea of moving. If you’re in a house they’ve never been 
in, the reminders of them might fade. Not having them around would 
become your new normal.” 

He runs a hand across the stubble on his jaw. “I’m not sure | want 
a normal where there aren’t traces of Harper and Chastin.” 

“Yeah,” | say in agreement. “I wouldn't either.” 

His eyes remain on me, but it’s quiet. Sometimes a look between 
two people can last so long, it shakes you. Forces you to look away. 

So | do. 

| look at my plate and run my finger along the scalloped edge of 
it. His stare felt like it was going far past my eyes, into my thoughts. 
And even though he doesn’t mean for it to, it feels intimate. When 
Jeremy’s eyes are on mine, it feels like an exploration of the deepest 
parts of me. 

“| should get back to work,” | say, my voice barely above a 
whisper. 

He’s unmoving for a few seconds, but then sits up straight, 
quickly scooting back his chair as if he just broke out of a trance. 
“Yeah,” he says, reaching for our plates as he stands. “I should get 


Verity’s meds ready.” He walks our plates to the sink, and as I’m 
exiting the kitchen, he says, “Goodnight, Low.” 

When | hear him call me that, my goodnight gets stuck in my 
throat. | release a flicker of a smile and then walk out of the kitchen, 
in a hurry to get back to Verity’s office. 

The more time | spend in Jeremy’s presence, the more eager | 
am to dive back into that manuscript and get to know him even 
better. 

| grab it from the couch, turn off the lights in Verity’s office, and 
take the manuscript to the bedroom with me. There isn’t a lock on 
the door, so | push a wooden chest from the foot of the bed all the 
way to the door, blocking it off. 

I'm exhausted after traveling the entire day, and | still need to 
shower, but | can fit in at least one more chapter before | sleep. 

| have to. 
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Chapter One 

The doorman didn’t smile at me. That thought plagues me during the 
entire ride up the elevator to Ethan’s floor. Vincent has been my 
favorite doorman since Ethan moved into this apartment building. He 
always smiles and chats with me. But today, he simply held the door 
open with a stoic expression. Not even a, “Hello, Quinn. How was 
your trip?” 

We all have bad days, | guess. 

| look down at my phone and see that it’s already after seven. 
Ethan should be home at eight, so I'll have plenty of time to surprise 
him with dinner. And myself. | came back a day early but decided not 
to tell him. We’ve been doing so much planning for our wedding; it’s 
been weeks since we had an actual home-cooked meal together. Or 
even sex. 

When | reach Ethan’s floor, | pause as soon as | step out of the 
elevator. There’s a guy pacing the hallway directly in front of Ethan’s 
apartment. He takes three steps, then pauses and looks at the door. 
He takes another three steps in the other direction and pauses 
again. | watch him, hoping he'll leave, but he never does. He just 
keeps pacing back and forth, looking at Ethan’s door. | don’t think 
he’s a friend of Ethan’s. | would recognize him if he were. 

| walk toward Ethan’s apartment and clear my throat. The guy 
faces me and | motion toward Ethan’s door to let him know | need to 
get past him. The guy steps aside and makes room for me but I’m 
careful not to make further eye contact with him. | fish around in my 
purse for the key. When | find it, he moves beside me, pressing a 
hand against the door. “Are you about to go in there?” 

| glance up at him and then back at Ethan’s door. Why is he 
asking me that? My heart begins to race at the thought of being 
alone in a hallway with a strange guy who's wondering if I’m about to 
open a door to an empty apartment. Does he know Ethan isn’t 
home? Does he know I’m alone? 

| clear my throat and try to hide my fear, even though the guy 
looks harmless. But | guess evil doesn't have a telling exterior, so it’s 
hard to judge. “My fiancé lives here. He’s inside,” | lie. 

The guy nods vigorously. “Yeah. He’s inside all right.” He 
clenches his fist and taps the wall next to the door. “Inside my 


fucking girlfriend.” 

| took a self-defense class once. The instructor taught us to slide 
a key between our fingers, poking outward, so if you're attacked you 
can stab the attacker in the eye. | do this, prepared for the psycho in 
front of me to lunge any second now. 

He blows out a breath and | can’t help but notice the air between 
us fills with the smell of cinnamon. What a strange thought to have in 
the moment before I’m attacked. What an odd lineup that would be 
at the police station. “Oh, | can’t really tell you what my attacker was 
wearing, but his breath smelled good. Like Big Red.” 

“You have the wrong apartment,” | tell him, hoping he'll walk away 
without an argument. 

He shakes his head. Tiny little fast shakes that indicate | couldn't 
be more wrong and he couldn't be more right. “I have the right 
apartment. I’m positive. Does your fiancé drive a blue Volvo?” 

Okay, so he’s stalking Ethan? My mouth is dry. Water would be 
nice. 

“Is he about six foot tall? Black hair, wears a North Face jacket 
that’s too big for him?” 

| press a hand against my stomach. Vodka would be nice. 

“Does your fiancé work for Dr. Van Kemp?” 

Now /’m the one shaking my head. Not only does Ethan work for 
Dr. Van Kemp . . . his father is Dr. Van Kemp. How does this guy 
know so much about Ethan? 

“My girlfriend works with him,” he says, glancing at the apartment 
door with disgust. “More than works with him, apparently.” 

“Ethan wouldn't . . m interrupted by it. The fucking.| hear 
Ethan’s name being called out in a faint voice. At least it’s faint from 
this side of the door. Ethan’s bedroom is against the far side of his 
apartment, which indicates that whoever she is, she isn’t being quiet 
about it. She’s screaming his name. 

While he fucks her. 

| immediately back away from the door. The reality of what is 
happening inside Ethan’s apartment makes me dizzy. It makes my 
whole world unstable. My past, my present, my future—all of it is 
spinning out of control. The guy grips my arm and stabilizes me. 


“You okay?” He steadies me against the wall. “I’m sorry. | shouldn't 
have blurted it out like that.” 

| open my mouth, but uncertainty is all that comes out. “Are you . 
. . are you sure? Maybe those sounds aren’t coming from Ethan’s 
apartment. Maybe it’s the couple in the apartment next door.” 

“That's convenient. Ethan’s neighbor is named Ethan, too?” 

It’s a sarcastic question, but | immediately see the regret in his 
eyes after he says it. That’s nice of him—finding it in himself to feel 
compassion for me when he’s obviously experiencing the same 
thing. “I followed them,” he says. “They're in there together. My 
girlfriend and your . . . boyfriend.” 

“Fiance,” | correct. 

| walk across the hallway and lean against the wall, then 
eventually slide down to the floor. | probably shouldn’t plop myself on 
the floor because I’m wearing a skirt. Ethan likes skirts, so | thought 
I'd be nice and wear one for him, but now | want to take my skirt off 
and tie it around his neck and choke him with it. | stare at my shoes 
for so long, | don’t even notice that the guy is sitting on the floor next 
to me until he says, “Is he expecting you?” 

| shake my head. “I was here to surprise him. I’ve been out of 
town with my sister.” 

Another muffled scream makes its way through the door. The guy 
next to me cringes and covers his ears. | cover mine, too. We sit like 
this for a while. Both of us refusing to allow the noises to penetrate 
our ears until it’s over. It won't last long. Ethan can’t last more than a 
few minutes. 

Two minutes later | say, “I think they're finished.” The guy pulls 
his hands from his ears and rests his arms on his knees. | wrap my 
arms around mine, resting my chin on top of them. “Should we use 
my key to open the door? Confront them?” 

“| can't,” he says. “I need to calm down first.” 

He seems pretty calm. Most men | know would be breaking down 
the door right now. 

I’m not even sure | want to confront Ethan. Part of me wants to 
walk away and pretend the last few minutes didn’t happen. | could 
text him and tell him | came home early and he could tell me he’s 
working late and | could remain blissfully ignorant. 


Or | could just go home, burn all his things, sell my wedding 
dress, and block his number. 

No, my mother would never allow that. 

Oh, God. My mother. 

| groan and the guy immediately sits up straight. “Are you about 
to be sick?” 

| shake my head. “No. | don’t know.” | pull my head from my arms 
and lean back against the wall. “It just hit me how pissed my mother 
is going to be.” 

He relaxes when he sees I’m not groaning from physical illness, 
but rather from the dread of my mother’s reaction when she finds out 
the wedding is off. Because it’s definitely off. | lost count of how 
many times she’s mentioned how much the deposit was in order to 
get on the waiting list at the venue. “Do you realize how many people 
wish they could get married at Douglas Whimberly Plaza? Evelyn 
Bradbury was married there, Quinn. Evelyn Bradbury!” 

My mother loves to compare me to Evelyn Bradbury. Her family is 
one of the few in Greenwich who is more prominent than my 
stepfather’s. So of course my mother uses Evelyn Bradbury as an 
example of high-class perfection at every opportunity. | don’t care 
about Evelyn Bradbury. | have half a mind to text my mother right 
now and simply say, The wedding is off and | don’t give a fuck about 
Evelyn Bradbury. 

“What’s your name?” the guy asks. 

| look at him and realize it’s the first time I’ve really taken him in. 
This might be one of the worst moments of his life, but even taking 
that into consideration, he’s extremely handsome. Expressive dark 
brown eyes that match his unruly hair. A strong jaw that’s been 
constantly twitching with silent rage since | walked out of the 
elevator. Two full lips that keep being pressed together and thinned 
out every time he glances at the door. It makes me wonder if his 
features would appear softer if his girlfriend weren't in there with 
Ethan right now. 

There’s a sadness about him. Not one related to our current 
situation. Something deeper . . . like its embedded in him. I’ve met 
people who smile with their eyes, but he frowns with his. 


“You're better looking than Ethan.” My comment takes him off 
guard. His expression is swallowed up in confusion because he 
thinks I’m hitting on him. That’s the last thing I’m doing right now. 
“That wasn’t a compliment. It was just a realization.” 

He shrugs like he wouldn't care either way."It’s just that if you're 
better looking than Ethan, that makes me think your girlfriend is 
better looking than me. Not that | care. Maybe | do care. | shouldn't 
care, but | can’t help but wonder if Ethan is more attracted to her 
than he is to me. | wonder if that’s why he’s cheating. Probably. I’m 
sorry. I’m usually not this self-deprecating but I’m so angry and for 
some reason | just can’t stop talking.” 

He stares at me a moment, contemplating my odd train of 
thought. “Sasha is ugly. You have nothing to worry about.” 

“Sasha?” | say her name incredulously, then | repeat her name, 
putting emphasis on the sha. “Sasha. That explains a lot.”He laughs 
and then / laugh and it’s the strangest thing. Laughing when | should 
be crying. Why am I not crying? 

“I’m Graham,” he says, reaching out his hand. 

“Quinn.” 

Even his smile is sad. It makes me wonder if his smile would be 
different under different circumstances.“I would say it’s good to meet 
you, Quinn, but this is the worst moment of my life.” 

That is a very miserable truth. 

“Same,” | say, disappointed. “Although, I’m relieved I’m meeting 
you now rather than next month, after the wedding. At least | won't 
be wasting marriage vows on him now.” 

“You’re supposed to get married next month?” Graham looks 
away. “What an asshole,” he says quietly. 

“He really is.” I’ve Known this about Ethan all along. He’s an 
asshole. Pretentious. But he’s good to me. Or so I thought. | lean 
forward again and run my hands through my hair. “God, this sucks.” 

As always, my mother has perfect timing with her incoming text. | 
retrieve my phone and look down at it. 

Your cake tasting has been moved to two o’clock on Saturday. 
Don’t eat lunch beforehand. Will Ethan be joining us? 

| sigh with my whole body. I’ve been looking forward to the cake 
tasting more than any other part of the wedding planning. | wonder if 


| can avoid telling anyone the wedding is off until Sunday. 

The elevator dings and my attention is swept away from my 
phone and to the doors. When they open, | feel a knot form in my 
throat. My hand clenches in a fist around my phone when | see the 
containers of food. The delivery guy begins to walk toward us and 
my heart takes a beating with every step. Way to pour salt on my 
wounds, Ethan. 

“Chinese food? Are you kidding me?” | stand up and look down at 
Graham who is still on the floor, looking up at me. | wave my hand 
toward the Chinese food. “That's my thing! Not his! /’m the one who 
likes Chinese food after sex!” | turn back toward the delivery guy and 
he’s frozen, staring at me, wondering if he should proceed to the 
door or not. “Give me that!” | take the bags from him. He doesn’t 
even question me. | plop back down on the floor with the two bags of 
Chinese food and | rifle through them. I’m pissed to see that Ethan 
simply duplicated what | always order. “He even ordered the same 
thing! He’s feeding Sasha my Chinese food!” 

Graham jumps up and pulls his wallet out of his pocket. He pays 
for the food and the poor delivery guy pushes open the door to the 
stairwell just to get out of the hallway faster than if he were to walk 
back to the elevator. 

“Smells good,” Graham says. He sits back down and grabs the 
container of chicken and broccoli. | hand him a fork and let him eat it, 
even though the chicken is my favorite. This isn't a time to be selfish, 
though. 

| open the Mongolian beef and start eating, even though I’m not 
hungry. But lIl be damned if Sasha or Ethan will eat any of this. 
“Whores,” | mutter. 

“Whores with no food,” Graham says. “Maybe they'll both starve 
to death.” 

| smile. 

Then | eat and wonder how long I’m going to sit out here in the 
hallway with this guy. | don’t want to be here when the door opens 
because | don't want to see what Sasha looks like. But | also don’t 
want to miss the moment when she opens the door and finds 
Graham sitting out here, eating her Chinese food. 

So | wait. And eat. With Graham. 


After several minutes, he sets down his container and reaches 
into the takeout bag, pulling out two fortune cookies. He hands one 
to me and proceeds to open his. He breaks open the cookie and 
unfolds the strip of paper, then reads his fortune out loud. “You will 
succeed in a great business endeavor today.” He folds the fortune in 
half after reading it. “Figures. | took off work today.” 

“Stupid fortune,” | mutter. 

Graham wads his fortune into a tiny ball and flicks it at Ethan’s 
door. | crack open my cookie and slip the fortune out of it. “If you only 
Shine light on your flaws, all your perfects will dim.” 

“| like it,” he says. 

| wad up the fortune and flick it at the door like he did. “I’m a 
grammar snob. It should be your perfections.” 

“That’s what makes me like it. The one word they misuse is 
perfects. Kind of ironic.” He crawls forward and grabs the fortune, 
then scoots back against the wall. He hands it to me. “I think you 
should keep it.” 

| immediately brush his hand and the fortune away. “| don’t want 
a reminder of this moment.” 

He stares at me in thought. “Yeah. Me neither.” 

| think we’re both growing more nervous at the prospect of the 
door opening any minute, so we just listen for their voices and don’t 
speak. Graham pulls at the threads of his blue jeans over his right 
knee until there’s a small pile of threads on the floor and barely 
anything covering his knee. | pick up one of the threads and twist it 
between my fingers. 

“We used to play this word game on our laptops at night,” he 
says. “I was really good at it. I’m the one who introduced Sasha to 
the game, but she would always beat my score. Every damn night.” 
He stretches his legs out. They’re a lot longer than mine. “It used to 
impress me until | saw an eight-hundred-dollar charge for the game 
on her bank statement. She was buying extra letters at five dollars a 
pop just so she could beat me.” 

| try to picture this guy playing games on his laptop at night, but 
its hard. He looks like the kind of guy who reads novels and cleans 
his apartment twice a day and folds his socks and then tops off all 
that perfection with a morning run. 


“Ethan doesn't know how to change a tire. We've had two flats 
since we've been together and he had to call a tow truck both times.” 

Graham shakes his head a little and says, “I’m not looking for 
reasons to excuse the bastard, but that’s not so bad. A lot of guys 
don't know how to change a tire.” 

“I know. Thats not the bad part. The bad part is that | do know 
how to change a tire. He just refused to let me because it would 
have embarrassed him to have to stand aside while a girl changed 
his tire.” 

There’s something more in Graham's expression. Something | 
haven't noticed before. Concern, maybe? He pegs me with a serious 
stare. “Do not forgive him for this, Quinn.” 

His words make my chest tighten. “| won't,” | say with complete 
confidence. “I don’t want him back after this. | keep wondering why 
I’m not crying. Maybe that’s a sign.” 

He has a knowing look in his eye, but then the lines around his 
eyes fall a little. “You'll cry tonight. In bed. Thats when it'll hurt the 
most. When you're alone.” 

Everything suddenly feels heavier with that comment. | don’t want 
to cry but | know this is all going to hit me any minute now. | met 
Ethan right after | started college and we've been together four years 
now. That’s a lot to lose in one moment. And even though | know it’s 
over, | don’t want to confront him. | just want to walk away and be 
done with him. | don’t want to need closure or even an explanation, 
but I’m scared I'll need both of those things when I’m alone tonight. 

“We should probably get tested.” 

Graham’s words and the fear that consumes me after he says 
them are cut off by the sound of Ethan’s muffled voice. 

He’s walking toward the door. | turn to look at his apartment door 
but Graham touches my face and pulls my attention back to him. 

“The worst thing we could do right now is show emotion, Quinn. 
Don't get angry. Don’t cry.” 

| bite my lip and nod, trying to hold back all the things | know I’m 
about to need to scream. “Okay,” | whisper, right as Ethan’s 
apartment door begins to open. 

| try to hold my resolve like Graham is doing, but Ethan’s looming 
presence makes me nauseous. Neither of us looks at the door. 


Graham's stare is hard and he’s breathing steadily as he keeps his 
gaze locked on mine. | can’t even imagine what Ethan will think in 
two seconds when he opens the door fully. He won't recognize me at 
first. He'll think we’re two random people sitting on the hallway floor 
of his apartment building. 

“Quinn?” 

| close my eyes when | hear Ethan say my name. | don't turn 
toward his voice. | hear Ethan take a step out of his apartment. | can 
feel my heart in so many places right now, but mostly | feel it in 
Graham's hands on my cheeks. Ethan says my name again, but it’s 
more of a command to look at him. | open my eyes, but | keep them 
focused on Graham. 

Ethan’s door opens even wider and a girl gasps in shock. Sasha. 
Graham blinks, holding his eyes closed for a second longer as he 
inhales a calming breath. When he opens them, Sasha speaks. 

“Graham?” 

“Shit,” Ethan mutters. 

Graham doesn’t look at them. He continues to face me. As if both 
of our lives aren’t falling apart around us, Graham calmly says to me, 
“Would you like me to walk with you downstairs?” 

| nod. 

“Graham!” Sasha says his name like she has a right to be angry 
at him for being here. 

Graham and | both stand up. Neither of us look toward Ethan’s 
apartment. Graham has a tight grip on my hand as he leads me to 
the elevator. 

She's right behind us, then next to us as we wait for the elevator. 
She’s on the other side of Graham, pulling on his shirtsleeve. He 
squeezes my hand a little harder, so | squeeze his back, letting him 
know we can do this without a scene. Just walk onto the elevator 
and leave. 

When the doors open, Graham ushers me on first and then he 
steps on. He doesn’t leave room for Sasha to step on with us. He 
blocks the doorway and were forced to face the direction of the 
doors. The direction of Sasha. He hits the button for the lobby and 
when the doors begin to close, | finally look up. 

| notice two things. 


1) Ethan is no longer in the hallway and his apartment door is 
closed. 

2) Sasha is so much prettier than me. Even when she’s crying. 

The doors close and it’s a long, quiet ride to the bottom. Graham 
doesn't let go of my hand and we don’t speak, but we also don't cry. 
We walk quietly out of the elevator and across the lobby. When we 
reach the door, Vincent holds it open for us, looking at us both with 
apology in his eyes. Graham pulls out his wallet and gives Vincent a 
handful of bills. “Thanks for the apartment number,” Graham says. 

Vincent nods and takes the cash. When his eyes meet mine, 
they're swimming in apology. | give Vincent a hug since I'll likely 
never see him again. 

Once Graham and | are outside, we just stand on the sidewalk, 
dumbfounded. | wonder if the world looks different to him now 
because it certainly looks different to me. The sky, the trees, the 
people who pass us on the sidewalk. Everything seems slightly more 
disappointing than it did before | walked into Ethan’s building. 

“You want me to hail you a cab?” he finally says. 

“| drove. That’s my car,” | say, pointing across the street. 

He glances back up at the apartment building. “I want to get out 
of here before she makes it down.” He looks genuinely worried, like 
he can’t face her at all right now. 

At least Sasha is trying. She followed Graham all the way to the 
elevator while Ethan just walked back inside his apartment and 
closed his door. 

Graham looks back at me, his hands shoved in his jacket 
pockets. | wrap my coat tightly around myself. There’s not much left 
to say other than goodbye. 

“Goodbye, Graham.” 

His stare is flat, like he’s not even in this moment. He backs up a 
step. Two steps. Then he spins and starts walking in the other 
direction. 

| look back at the apartment building, just as Sasha bursts 
through the doors. Vincent is behind her, staring at me. He waves at 
me, so | lift a hand and wave back to him. We both know it’s a 
goodbye wave, because I’m never stepping foot inside Ethan’s 
apartment building again. Not even for whatever stuff of mine litters 


his apartment. I’d rather him just throw it all away than face him 
again. 

Sasha looks left and then right, hoping to find Graham. She 
doesn’t. She just finds me and it makes me wonder if she even 
knows who | am. Did Ethan tell her he’s supposed to get married 
next month? Did he tell her we just spoke on the phone this morning 
and he told me he’s counting down the seconds until he gets to call 
me his wife? Does she know when | sleep over at Ethan’s apartment 
that he refuses to shower without me? Did he tell her the sheets he 
just fucked her on were an engagement gift from my sister? 

Does she know when Ethan proposed to me, he cried when | 
said yes? 

She must not realize this or she wouldn't have thrown away her 
relationship with a guy who impressed me more in one hour than 
Ethan did in four years. 


To read more of Quinn and Graham’s story, visit 
www.allyourperfects.com 


